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Introduction 


I HAD never dreamt of going to Arabia. Roaming the fiplds 
and. woodlands of that part of Holland where I was bom and now 
have my home, near to Sir Philip Sidney’s Zutphen and not 
far from the Arnhem saaed to later British soldiers, I, as a boy, 
thought of distant lands. But the lands I thought of were not 
of the Middle East but of the Far East where we Dutch had 
had a footing for many centuries. It was the lush green isles of 
Java, Sumatra, Celebes and Borneo that first called me, not the 
steaming coasts and the scorched, arid plains of Arabia Deserta. I 
came from a home of devout parents and might well have felt 
the call to be a missionary. As it turned out I ended up as 
Netherlands Minister ia Jcdda but the career I actually em¬ 
barked on, when the time came to make a choice, was in the 
Dutch Colonial Service. 

It was thus in the second year of World War One that, fresh 
from the lecture-rooms of Leyden University, I found myself in 
the interior of northern Sumatra as a District Officer. My post 
was on an island in the middle of a large lake. We thought 
ourselves remote from war in that distant outpost but were 
mistaken. Muslims m the backwoods of Djambi in southern 
Sumatra felt the moment opportune to attack their Christian 
rulers, and before long the movement had spread to die then still 
heathen part of the Batak coimtry in the north. 

Dutdi rule had penetrated that part of the Batak jungle for 
only a score of years or so and although it had opened a new eta 
there and established peace and security and justice, even for the 
very poor, it had, inevitably, upset existing ways of life. The 
people resented being upset and the resulting unrest outweighed 
the good we had brought them. When they found that they 
were not to be left alone with their old beliefr and customs they 
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THE WELLS OF IBN SA'uD 

revolted and a contributory cause to their revolt was fear of 
neglected gods. 

The outbreak was sharp and sudden and the administration was 
quite unprepared for it. For me personally it was hke a lightning 
flash that illumines a whole horizon. I saw the storm that was 
gatliering over Asia and I realized that in nearly the whole of die 
Dutch East Indies Islam ofiered an obvious rallying point for a 
nationalist movement. It was my consciousness of the importance 
to us of Islam and of my lack of understanding ofwhat was moving 
in its mysterious depths that led me, when on my first home leave 
in 1923 after eight years’ service, to put my name forward for 
inclusion in a picked group of dvil servants who were to be given 
a two-year course of special study at Leyden University under 
Professor Snouck Hurgronje. Alas! the Colonial Office told me 
that my rating of my capacities was higher tlian theirs and that 
seemed to be the end of my aspirations. 

Then the unexpected happened. Once every five years a 
Colonial Official was earmarked for die post of Consul at Jedda, 
the post, at that time, being of much more interest to our Colonial 
Office than to our Foreign Office. The man selected was given 
three years’ training under Snouck Hurgronje’s personal super¬ 
vision to prepare him for his task. Many applied and when 1 
saw my name at the bottom of a list diat included the names 
of many older, abler and, particularly, more senior colonial 
officials than myself I felt that my chances were poor indeed. 
But to my surprise and, 1 fear, diat of the Color^ Office, it 
was I whom Snouck Hurgronje selected. I was the youngest 
and, possibly, physically the fittest of the applicants and this 
turned the scale in my favour but, as I afterwards learnt, Snouck 
Hurgronje also told the Colonial Office that he preferred me 
because I fliced the prospect of Jedda with a smile. 

I thus returned to my old university for three years and bowed 
under the severe rule of my great master. Snouck, as he was 
famiharly called, was a world-fiunous Arabic scholar and expert 
on Islam. He had become a Muslim in early manhood, made the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, stayed eight months in the Holy Cities of 
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Islam and written the book Mekka, which is generally accepted 
as the standard work on the subject. An abridged Tln gli'sVi version 
appeared in 1931 under the tide Mecca in the Latter Part of the 
Nineteenth Century. 

To learn Arabic is in itself a major undertaking but I soon 
found that knowledge of the language was but a first step to the 
study of the Quran, the Traditions of the Prophet and the vast 
world of the Spirit of Islam in whidh I was expected to move if 
not at ease at least not uneasily. From being a hard taskmas ter 
Snouck Hurgronje gradually changed into a fatherly fiiend. 
How he would have loved to change places with me and visit 
again those lands he had seen fifty years before! But as, because 
of his great age, that was no longer possible he did everything 
he could to help me. He wanted to make me more than a good 
Dutch Consul. He wanted to make me a man "with an open tnirid 
so far as Muslims, their Holy Land, their religion and its problems 
were concerned. Apart from pouring out to me the riches of his 
mind and of his experience, it was he who introduced me to the 
prominent Arabists of Europe and America and who paved 
the way to my meeting leading Muslims in Arabia, all of whom 
had known and trusted him under his Muslim name of * Abd al 
Ghaffar (The Servant of the Porgiver), whose studies and articles, 
written in immaculate Arabic, they had aU read. No sooner had 
I arrived in Jedda than a regular correspondence developed 
between us. My problems and my queries had his immediate 
personal attention and I know that he must often have sat through 
the night so as to reply to me by return of post in long, long letters 
■written in his o-wn fine, precise hand. May he rest in peace! 

In the days before World War One Arabia was—•with few 
exceptions—under the nominal suzerainty of the Sublime Porte 
and the chief interest of the European Powers in the part of the 
country that comprised the Holy Land of Islam—^the Hejaz— 
was to see that protection, in the shape of consular representation, 
was available during the months of the pilgrimage for those of 
their Muslim subjects who undertook the journey to Mecca and 
Medina and to ensure that no infectious diseases were spread by 
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returning pilgrims. This attitude of almost exclusively benevolent 
interest in the sacred territory continued to a large extent, cert¬ 
ainly so far as my Government was concerned, for some time after 
World War One. The consular representatives who went to 
Jedda for the pilgr im age season left as soon as it was over and 
when I was first selected for appointment to the Hejaz it was to 
fill the purely temporary post of Consul of tlie Nedierlands. 

World War One had, however, brought about very con¬ 
siderable changes in the Arabian scene. With the end of the war 
all the Turks disappeared. The French and British were installed 
as Mandatory Powers (under the then existing League of Nations) 
on the Mediterranean seaboard and in Iraq, and two indigenous 
families had emerged from within Arabia to become rulers. 
One was the Hashhnite family of the Grand Shcrif of Mecca, 
which, although expelled later from the Hejaz as it had been 
earher from Syria, was to found dynasties in Iraq and Jordan and 
the other, the Sa'udi family from Nejd whidi, after expelling the 
Hashimites from the Hejaz, was to found die new kingdom of 
Sa’udi Arabia covering the rest of the peninsula with the exception 
of the Yemen, the southern coastal fringe and various tracts on 
the shores of the Persian Gulf. 

The House of Sa‘ud was very closely identified with that 
reformed and austere form of the religion of Islam associated 
with Abd al Wahhab and called, from him, Waliliabism, and the 
war saw the rise in Ibn Sa‘ud of the greatest of the House of 
Sa'ud. My arrival in Jedda coincided with liis eviction of the 
Hashimites from the Holy Land of Islam, widi Iris introduction 
there of the tenets of ‘Abd al Wahhab and with his own arrival on 
the political scene as a world figure. Wahhabism, together with 
his own genius and the circumstances of the war, had brought 
Ibn Sa‘nd to the front. But at the same time Ibn Sa'ud had 
brought Wahhabism to the front and both were now to be tested 
on a world-set stage. More than that: Islam itself, through 
Wahhabism, was to be subjected to a severe spiritual crisis. 
Would that crisis be its last? It was my task to help find the 
answer to that question. 
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INTRODUCTION 

But my appointment to Jedda, in bringing me into dose 
touch with Arabia, also gave me a very much nearer view than I 
had ever had before of the workings of British policy. In the 
course of time this view also covered American activities, but 
when I first went to Jedda there were no Americans there and my 
only contacts with the British had been in the Far East. In the Par 
East Dutch and British colonial administrations had for various 
reasons—not least geographical—been quite apart, not to say 
aloof, but here in die Hejaz I found mys^ right in the middle of 
a British sphere of political—as distinct from colonial—influence. 
The experience was as unfamiliar to me as it was illuminating. 

Someone ought to write a study of the impact of Arabia on 
individual EngUshmen—and women. From Doughty to Glubb 
they indude a number of exceptional figures not exduding Lady 
Hester Stanhope although her sojourn—^I almost wrote per¬ 
formance—^much preceded that of Doughty. A large number took 
to writing and what writers some of them were! Is it the empty 
desert, where the horizons spell infinity, that stimulates the 
written word? Does the knowledge that this is the land that 
traditionally saw the birth of the human race lead to literary 
creation? Are the writers inspired by.the fact that it was from here 
that our greatest spiritual treasures flowed to the ends of the 
earth? Or arc there just books in the air that one breathes in 
Arabia, for I, too, have breathed that air? 

Doughty seems, beyond question, to have been the finest 
figure of them all, for in dark and dangerous days he did not 
hesitate to travd about the interior as a confessed Christian. 
Of Einglake I know very little. Burton showed enviable courage 
and an intrepid spirit of adventure but his greatest achievement, 
that of performing the pilgrimage to Mecca in disguise, is open to 
the serious objection of being founded on deceit. Two of the more 
recent figures, Lawrence and Philby, appear in (his book, not 
altogether to their advantage. During the course of ihirty years 
I met many, although obviously not all, of the leading British 
who were in Arabia as offidaU or have for variom reasons been 
associated with that country. I cannot, of course, speak of those I 
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did. not know, but most of those I knew seemed, as I enviously 
noted, to be capable and intelligent and often men and women of 
exceptional qualities. But it al\n«iys appeared to me that, whatever 
their professional talents and individual gifts, diey had, with two 
particular exceptions, both mentioned in this book, one of them 
by name, no sense of mission. They were not dedicated persons 
and certainly not shining examples of Cliristian virtues. 

So far as her nationals abroad are concerned, it is all very well 
to say that a modern western state does not choose its servants for 
their moral worth, but it is none die less true that in Muslim 
countries, at least, that is the standard by wliich wc members of 
nominally Christian nations are judged by the local peoples, 
official and lay alike. This is their Muslim tribute, doubdess 
unintended as such, to Christianity and to the "Westem powers, 
perhaps especially to Britain as the most familiar of those powers. 
But that tribute is also a cliaUenge and a challenge that ought 
to be met. 

Arabia is a land with a great historic and, particularly, a great 
religious tradition. When I first went there it was just emerging 
fi:om a torpor of centuries. After years of penury it was to 
acquire economic freedom and great wealth, thanks to American 
development of die country’s tremendous oil resources. We shall 
see how oil and the Americans radically changed die face of the 
country for good and aU or, as I would rather put it, for bad and 
all. But more about that later. In my early days there die country 
was quickly acquiring political consciousness. Widiin die 
peninsula relations between the various states were bedevilled by 
the quarrel between the two ruling families of the Hashimites 
and the Sa‘uds. Of that quarrel I was to acquire first-hand 
acquaintance. I came to the country with a knowledge of its 
language, a keen interest in its people, a sound grounding in the 
history and tenets of its faith and in the problems that coufronted 
that feith if it were to survive as a tcHgioits, and not merely a 
pohdeal, force. I came as a Consul to look after the needs of poor 
pilgrims, I stayed to become a Minister to talk 'with Kings. Here, 
then, is the setting of my book. 
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I Meet Wahhabi Arabia 


The decrepit mail steamer dropped Ker anchor in the inner 
harbour of Jcdda and it rattled down through die blue water into 
a doubtless familiar resting-place in the dim coral world below. 
It was the beginning of February 1926 and I stood on the Captain’s 
bridge recovering from the welcome of the local pilot. He had 
stared for a moment at the Dutch Consul-to-be, the man whose 
favour he wanted to win because of the big pilgrim ships from 
Java that were a source of livelihood for him and his large 
family. Then, in a voice used to roaring orders above the noise of 
wind and waves, he welcomed me half in English, half in Arabic. 
His sinewy arras he flung around me and he pressed a kiss just 
below my astonished right shoulder. His short wiry beard priched 
through my shirt and tickled me almost to laughter. Buthow good 
was that first Jeddawi welcome! Sdf-mterest or not, how com¬ 
forting, how reassuring that the first to greet me in an Arab land 
should be an Arab. 

For the world I looked out on was new to me. It belonged 
neither to the noisy crowded world of the West, nor to the 
world I had got to know in the Par East, a damp, warm, lush 
green world, heavy with vegetation and swarming with animal 
life. 

This world before me was older, much older than the two I 
came from. Here where die sea ended the desert began. Here (here 
was no sign of life or motion, but a shimmering emptiness as of a 
land waiting for something to happen. Like the pilgrims who 
year after year follow the injunction of the Prophet of Mecca 
I had come to this Holy LanA This was the same land where to 
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the north God had spoken to Abraham as a friend and Moses had 
led a people guided by the God of Israel. It was in Arabia that 
voices from Heaven had spoken to man, and m this part of the 
world guidance load been given to mankind. How barren and poor 
tliis desert and tlicsc rocky hills looked in the haze that enveloped 
them, yet tliis was the land where spiritual fountains had flowed 
to enrich the whole world. Here it was that prophets had lived 
and spoken, where men had eked out a hard existence in the sight 
of eternity, where no essential dianges had taken place since Old 
Testament days. 

A mile or so away from me stood tlie town called jedda or 
‘gtandmodier’. The town where ‘Ummina Hawa —our Mother 
Eve—liad been buried, according to Mushm belief. Her tomb 
lay bidden behind a low wall in the desert to tlic nordi of the 
town wall. Behind it, in the distance, there arose blue rocky hills 
and to die south the town itself stood out Hke ivory m the heat of a 
scorching sun and die whid-blown desert dust. Widi her protect¬ 
ing walls aromid her Jedda looked like an old cameo in a gold and 
turquoise setting. 

The spell was broken when I walked ashore. Seen at close 
quarters the town was neither serene, lifeless nor clean. It seemed 
to be crumbling into ruins and overhung by a penetrating odour. 
This smell, pecuhar to Jedda, arose diieflyfrom the sewage which 
was allowed to seep through the walls of the houses. The streets, 
too, were dusty and unswept and used as a common latrine by 
both man and beast. Jedda had an age-old smell. Was it die dirt 
from the camping-grounds of generations and generations of 
pilgrims visiting the sanctuaries of Islam, for the greater part of 
whom Jedda was the port of entry and departure? 

As I walked dirough the narrow lanes of the town and inhaled 
its odorous dust I looked admiringly at the decaying houses and 
my eyes feasted on the carving of its powdering, crumbling doors 
and its hundreds of wooden balconies, all different m style and 
most of them near to falling to pieces. Nowhere in the world, 
I felt, could one get so near to the sufferings and longings of the 
human heart as in this gate to salvation where hope and deception 
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met, and where die unselfish and god-fearing rubbed shoulders 
with those whose shameless livelihood was to fleece pilgrims to 
the sanctuaries of Allah. 

My coming to Jedda marked a fresh stage in my official life. 
It was no chance appointment that brought me here but a move 
planned to advance me in Islamic studies and to lead me nearer 
to the Muslim, and especially the Muslim in Indonesia, in which 
country my career had hitherto been spent. My qualifications 
for the appointment were nearly eight years in the Civil Service 
of die Dutch East Indies and a period of study of Arabic and 
Islam under the guidance of Snouck Hurgronje in Leyden 
University. Snouck Hiugronje was famous the world over as an 
Arabic and Islamic scholar and as a young man he had rounded 
off his studies by embracing Islam, going to its holy city and 
collecting there material for his standard work, Mecca. 

Up to the time of my arrival in Jedda my life had been oc¬ 
cupied with the problems of Western administration of Eastern 
countries, in my case the Dutch East Indies. Independence was 
on its way to tliese Eastern nations but only few of us were then 
aware of, and possibly none prepared for, it, Jedda was not for me 
an escape ftom colonial problems. On the contrary it was an 
attempt to get me nearer to the heart of them. In Jedda the wel&re 
of tlie pilgrims from Indonesia would be a cbief responsibility. 
By daily contacts I might get a chance to fathom what was going 
on in the mysterious core of that feith which is not only a spiritual 
but also a political religion. Jedda meant for me an opportunity to 
get closer to understanding the riddle of Islam. 

In 1926 the Hejaz, as the kingdom of which Jedda was the chief 
port was then called, was at a turning-point in its history. The 
first World'War had brought Turkish domination to an end 
thanks to British poBcy as personified in the redoubtable Law¬ 
rence. The Grand Sherif of Mecca, Husain ibn ‘AH al Hashimi, 
had become king of'a Hberated Hejaz but his newly-acquired 
subjects soon discovered that their conditions of life were not 
much improved by the change. King Husain was hungry for 
power and thirsty for wealth. When British policy denied him the 

9 



THE WELLS OF IBN Sa'ud 

first beyond die limits of the Holy Land of Islam and when his 
kingdom could not satisfy his greed for the second he became a 
morose and embittered old man and as narrow-minded poHtic- 
ally as his forebears on that particular branch of die Prophet’s 
family tree. Had Lawrence and the British Arab Bureau in Cairo 
studied the first, that is die historical, part of Snouck Hurgronje’s 
Mecca, they might have learnt the lesson of history, not to look 
for political wisdom in the Qatada house, which was that of diis 
Grand Sherif of Mecca. 

The Jedda I first knew was heartily grateful for King Husain’s 
flight from the coimtry. His son ‘Ali, who took over, had shown 
himself to be a kindly man of clean character but it was soon clear 
that he was not die man to push back the Sa'udi invader and in 
fact he put up only a token resistance. Thus it was that the next 
disaster the men of Jedda were preparing for was the rule of Ibn 
Sa‘ud and Ms Wahhabi followers. Tlic Jeddawis liad no sympathy 
for Wahhabi puritaiism. To them it seemed a most dangerous 
creed for a country whose sole source of income was die annual 
pilgrimage. Wliat diey wanted was a tolerant, hberal regime 
that would welcome pilgrims of every type who brought money 
into the country. Austerity, rdigious zeal and reform certainly 
would keep away many Muslims who had no taste for extreme 
orthodoxy. But the Jeddawis liad no choice. Allali in His wisdom 
had allowed these fanatical wild men from the desert to conquer 
His Holy Places. AlUhu aUm —God knew best! And closer 
acquaintance showed the Wahhabis to be less forbidding than 
had been feared. 

I saw a Jedda that had just escaped the rigours of a siege that liad 
meant starvation, disease and death for tliousands of its normal 
inhabitants and of those Beduins who had fled before the invader 
to the protection of the town. By the time I arrived the popula¬ 
tion had thinned out considerably. Those who had survived were 
enfeebled. Fear had not yet left them and they spoke with hushed 
voices. On evening walks along the lagoon outside the town and 
in the neighbouring sand dunes one walked through newly- 
formed graveyards that remained as a record of recent sufferings. 
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Soon these headstones would topple over in the loose sand, gently 
and noiselessly the desert wind would lay a mantle over them, dust 
would cover dust and all trace would be lost. 

Pace to face with their new rulers the Jeddawis wondered what 
life had in store for them. These Wahhabis from the desert did 
not laugh. They were deadly serious. Their law was die divine 
command, directly taken from Allah’s revelation to the Prophet. 
Strict obedience would be the only rule in the coimtry singled out 
by God as His Holy Land. So life from now on was to be hard. 
The five daily prayers were to be strictly performed in the mosque. 
Smoking tobacco, drhiking alcohol, dressing up in fine attire: 
all that would belong to the past. Music was banned. Men would 
no longer shave but have beards hke die Prophet'Disobedience 
would be followed by the punisliments laid down in the Prophet’s 
own book die Qur’an. Thus a new, and liitherto remote, fear lay 
on the town; the fear of the Wahhabi. 

The only ones dut laughed and ventured to speak aloud and 
sliow good-humoured interest in this new fate of the country 
were the foreigners, the Cliristians who were free from Wahhabi 
interference provided their behaviour in pubhc was seemly. 
For diem it was a relief to be able, at long last, to venture outside 
the town walls that had been their prison for more than a year 
and the men competed, sportingly, in growing beards. But the 
Jeddawis silenced their music and stopped their dances to the 
beating of drums for fear they might be overheard by passing 
Wahhabi patrols or by untrustworthy neighbours. At the hours 
of prayer shops were shut, die streets emptied into the mosques 
and silence, except for the loud murmur from the crowded 
mosques, fell on the town. Jedda had at last been gathered into the 
great Wahhabi fold. The rhythm of its public life slowed down 
to that of the nomads of die desert and rdigion governed it 
again as in the early days of Islam. 

Who was die man who had done this, who had been able to 
force a nation into this total, this political and spiritual surrender? 
It was Ibn Sa‘ud, the undisputed leader of the second Wahhabi 
movement, and it was my good fortune to become an eyewitness 
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of this second, attempted puritanical reform of Islam by the 
■Wahliabis. I was not unfatniliar widi the later problems of the 
world of Islam. Who indeed in die present century could fail to 
be impressed by the leaven that has clearly been working in 
Muslim minds? PoHtical freedom was one aim they had but by 
itself that was not enough. What answer had dieir faith to give to 
the pressing problems of the modern age? Could Islam adjust 
itself to the passage of time? That is the great Moslem problem. 
The Al Azhar University of Cairo had sought an answer in its 
Modernist Movement. In India the Ahmadiyya liad presented a 
typically Indian if unordiodox Muslim way of escape. Mustafa 
Kemal Pasha had roused great expectations, but in liis modern 
Turkey he soon showed that though he had a genius for building a 
state he had no conception of what religion meant to a nation. 

Ibn Sa'ud’s solution was to point the way back to the original 
sources of Islam. Could he do more than point? Would he be 
able to give a lead that would avoid tlie errors of the past and 
restore the faith of Islam as a living inspiration for its adhaents? 
It seemed possible. In Arabia, amid these bare rocky liills and 
deserts, Islam was born. Wlien the Arabs had first accepted tlic 
faith they had conquered and led the world. Could not this 
rebirth at least redeem its own world? 

I could not help thinking that Ibn Sa'ud stood a fair cliancc of 
success. Even more did I think so after I met the man and heard 
the personal message he gave to me as representative of my Queen 
then ruler of the second greatest Muslim nation, dial of the 
Dutch East Indies. Ibn Sa'ud immediately struck me as an ex¬ 
ceptional man in appearance, in his actions, and even more in liis 
word. He had tlien, at the beginning of 1926, reached die summit 
of his career, He had rounded off his conquests and, except for 
‘Asir which was added later, ruled over the greatest indigenous 
state bruit in the Arabian Peninsula since the time of die Prophet. 

Would dxis prove enough for him and be liis limit? Or was 
there a chance that this second Wahhabi surge would not stop 
here but be an inspiration for the outside world of Islam? That 
is what I was to see and hope to tell. 
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The Town of the Consuls 


I BEGAN tliis Arabian interlude in my career hoping to gain 
from it a deeper understanding of Indonesian spiritual life and so 
return to the Colonial Service better prepared for the nationalist 
movement that was then dawning in the Dutch Bast Indies. But 
I was also attracted to the spiritual and geographical centre of 
Islam as a proud rival of Christianity in its claim to provide the 
remedy for the ailments of this world. To be in Jedda meant to 
me not only meeting the real Arab, but it also meant contact 
with Muslims from all over the Muslim world. It meant especially 
contact -with Indonesians and peoples I had never seen before and 
would never see again as a Colonial Civil Servant. Last, but not 
least, it meant contact with colleagues representing nations quite 
unfamihar to me. The Western colonial powers had attached to 
their staffs Vice-Consuls and Pilgrim Officers from the im¬ 
portant Muslim countries of their dominions. I think that my 
European colleagues—^with whom my wife and I had such happy 
relations—^wfil forgive me if I say that it was. in their Pilgrim 
Officers, rather tlian in themselves, and in the colleagues of 
non-European powers that I was particularly interested. 

European colleagues, if I may say so without offence, tend to 
run to a type and I liad met the type many times before in the 
deadly monotony of hotel life, in the boring confinement of 
passenger liners and in those places where Westerners out in the 
East inevitably meet. Jedda gave me the opportunity of meeting 
the others, the men who had a humbler, a secondary sphere of 
action in a world still ruled by the white men from Europe. 
In Jedda I met men who resented the nations to which they be¬ 
longed being rated as second class. They were proud of theic 
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nationality, convinced that the future could not fail to do them 
justice and restore them and their spiritual assets to former glory 
and influence. The men of India, Afghanistan, Indonesia and 
Malaya felt attracted to the representatives of Persia, Iraq and 
Egypt and all of tlrcm realized that Islam and the bar between 
white and coloured were the cause of conflicts and prejudices. 
The largely Muslim nations bclonguig to die coloured, and at the 
same time underdeveloped, part of the world, were represented 
in Jedda by men differing from those of die "West, who often felt 
diat difierence a painful thing. In dieir contacts widi the local 
authorities they felt equal and free. I realized diat in die colourful 
pattern of Jedda I had, as never before, a chance of contacts 
widi diat part of humanity I was most interested in, and that I 
might never have it again. 

In those days not only was Jedda going through an liistorical 
change winch gave promise of great consequences, but many of the 
visitors that passed through its gates Uved m a mood of suspense. 
There was unrest in die atmosphere of the town, rising with die 
influx of pilgrims from countries in conflict widi dicir Western 
overlords, and ebbing away when diis excited type of visitor 
went home again. The tension between East and West, between 
Muslim and Christian, was to be felt, as it had always been felt, 
in die immediate proximity of Islam’s holy places. It was less dian 
a himdred years before that this latent sentiment had exploded in 
the murder of Christians in Jedda and the desecration of the 
graves in the Cliristian cemetery diere. There still persisted the 
feeling that Jedda belonged to the holy territory which should 
be forbidden to all non-Muslim believers. As it was, these latter 
were denied the right to own real estate and dieir cemetery had 
been placed near the town’s refuse dump. The Prophet had not 
ordered this. He had proclaimed Mecca a holy city and a place 
from which only polytheists should be expelled and never 
admitted again. It was later practice that extended the ban to all 
non-Muslims, although the educated Muslim of our day knows 
that the Prophet did not exclude believers in the one God from 
the Holy Land of Islam. 
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I remember that about a year after my arrival I had a private 
conversation with Ibn Sa'ud and asked him his opinion on the 
question of the exclusion of Christians from Mecca and Medina. 
The King said to me: “Real Christians were allowed by the 
Prophet to be in Mecca.” 

I was very astonished to hear so moderate a statement from 
the Wahhabi leader. Seizing my chance I said: “So Your Majesty 
would allow me to go to Mecca?” 

“I said real Christians. You don’t pretend that you are one?” 

“I do try to be one.” 

“Do you mean that you are doing what is written in your 
Book?” 

“I earnestly try to.” 

“But you drink whisky, you play at cards, you dance with the 
wives of your colleagues?” 

“No, Your Majesty. I have no taste for those things.” 

“Then I would have to allow you to come to Mecca.” 

“That is what I hoped you would do.” 

“But I am not going to give you my permission. If yoiur 
colleagues heard diat you had gone, they would insist on being 
given equal rights, and I would never want to have them in 
Mecca. Besides, my beduin followers are unlearned fanatics. 
You would get into trouble with them and before I could help 
you, you might be HUed.” 

No Muslim, and certainly no MusHm leader, had ever before 
spoken to me like that. 

Ibn Saud’s strong right arm was stretched protectingly over the 
foreigners in Jedda. But the town, as such, even in those days was 
not free from its feeling of superiority over Christians. Foreign 
consular representatives had been admitted into the town by the 
lax Turki^ authorities and the Western powers had strong 
reasons for being there. They wanted to be represented where 
thousands of their subjects went and were known to sufier from 
dangers and hardships. The ubiquitous Greek merchant and a few 
Jews succeeded in sHpping in under the protection of some of the 
consulates and Western tradir^ firms and shipping agencies 

15 



THE WELLS OP IBN SA'uD 

followed. Together these elements formed tlie small non-Muslim 
group that lived in the land of Islam. But it was only Jedda 
that suffered this foreign intrusion. This gave her the name 
Bilad al Kamsil—the Town of the Consuls—and every inhabitant 
of the Hejaz understood it meant die unclean town in a pure land. 

Where people are allowed to live they have to be allowed to 
die, and so Jedda got its Clnistian cemetery. Inside it I found 
several rows of tombs, some covered widi an inscribed stone sent 
from Europe by loving relatives. The tombs had been damaged 
by roving fanatics or robbers during the century of its existence. 
There lay the mortal remains of Huber, die French explorer who 
had been killed by beduins while he and liis German companion 
Euting were making for the coast after having discovered the 
famous stone of Taima with its three inscriptions tliat gave the 
key to anciait Arabic. The writing on liis gravestone said that 
the French Government had ordered liis body to be buried there 
but that his heart had been taken to Paris for burial in the Pan- 
dieon. I remember another grave, die last resting-place of a young 
explorer of die sources of die Nile who had died aboard ship 
on his way home and had been buried there. A Frcncli consul was 
in diis for ever silent company, hi a fit of madness he had leapt 
from the roof of die four-storcyed French consulate. A honorary 
Netherlands consul also lay diere. He too had found life too hard 
and had voluntarily parted with it. 

Gradually die fear of the Walihabis diat had weighed heavily on 
Jedda during that long year of the siege passed away and budding 
confidence took its place. Rich citizens who had escaped to the 
other side of the Red Sea, to Eritrea, came trickling back to dicir 
abandoned houses. The town returned to her old trade and settled 
down to wait for the arrival of pilgrims, praying AUali diat fear 
of the Wahhabi would not keep the devout away. 

I began to pay a few local calh. I first went to the ruling classes: 
diey were small in number and in self-confidence. There was die 
RaUs al Batadiya —Head of the Municipality—^to be visited, the 
Chief of PoHcc, the Commander of the local garrison, the Chief of 
the Customs and a few more. At their head was the Qa‘m Maqam 
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—^the Governor of the town—^Hajji ‘Abdullah ‘Ali Ridha, a 
merchant of Persian origui. ‘Abdullah was a fine old gentle¬ 
man with an attractive face framed in a white beard and turban. 
He had witlistood tlie storms raging round three regimes. The 
Hashimi one had proved to be the most dangerous for liim because 
old King Husain had made him taste the inside of his qabu — 
prison—of evil reputation. The imprisonment had not been for 
long and had been shared with a mmiber of leading men in Jedda 
who, the King thought, had not contributed enough to the spoils 
he was preparing to take with him when he fled the country. 
Hajiji ‘Abdullah enjoyed the confidence of the poor and the envy 
of the rich who were jealous of the trading advantages he acquired 
as Governor. All agreed that no man could have done better than 
he under such widely difierent masters. Ibn Sa‘ud was not slow to 
appreciate his worth for not one of Ibn Sa‘ud’s Wahhabis could 
handle foreigners and traders or had ever met sucli people before. 
Hajji ‘Abdullah was tliercfore confirmed in his appointment and 
his advice had weight with the King, who, havingno Department 
of Foreign Affairs of his own, was able to profit by the good 
relations cstablislied by Hajji ‘Abdullah with foreigners and his 
skill in handling diem. 

Soon an atmosphere of mutual trust developed between us 
and his office became a place where I hked to dally. The Governor 
handled official and private business at die same time and callers 
never for a moment stopped dropping in to pass the time of day 
and indulge in short snatches of conversation, Hajji ‘AbduUah 
was very deaf so I could hear everything that was said and in this 
way I learnt much about the way the town and the neighbouring 
beduins were ruled. Wlien we were alone he would invite me to 
sit close to him and then he would eiqjlain to me the background 
of what was happening. He was a rich man and had Uved many 
years in Bombay. He understood the foreigner, and especially the 
British, well. He had had long experience of Turkish rule. 
He had withstood King Husain and quickly gamed Ibn Sa‘ud’s 
confidence, and throu^out it all had never lost his saise of 
humour. His smile prevented one from feeling too depressed when 
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listening to his stories of the everyday happenings of the country. 

A friendship grew up between us. When his son and his 
cousin came home on holiday from school in Bombay Hajji 
‘AbduUah asked me to take them out in die desert for a ride on 
horseback or by launch to the quarantine island. Muliammad and 
Sa'ud were fine boys and I was doubly pleased at being able to 
render this service to the Qaim Maqam because of die pleasure I 
got out of these excursions. Whenever I left jedda on leave, 
Hajji ‘AbduUah would see me off on the quay and when I came 
back he would be found standing at the same place to embrace 
me as my old father would have done. Then hand in hand we 
would walk towards the gate where he would offer me the horse 
that was waiting there for him and I would courteously refuse. 
Did he ever reahze what his fiitherly sympathy meant to me and 
how far herehevedme ofthatfeelingofnot belonging to the town? 

Behind the local officials stood that aU important guild of 
pilgrim guides, a unique institution of the Hejaz. Tliis organiza¬ 
tion was estabhshed by long tradition and it had its own govern¬ 
ing rules. The leaders lived in Mecca, where tlie pilgrims went to 
stay during the greater part of the hajj. In Jedda tlie guides had 
tlieir wakils —agents—whose task it was to receive the pilgrims as 
they arrived by sliip, to send them on to Mecca and after die hajj to 
ship them off home again. AU these pUgrim guides arc called sheikh 
which means an old man, a leader, a man to whom respect is due. 

The guild of pUgrim she ikhs has strictly partitioned its hunting- 
ground. Every sub-guild is allocated a Muslim country with the 
exclusive right of sending its representatives there to induce 
believers to perform the h(jj without delay. Tlacy gather as 
many pUgrims as they can muster and make all arrangements for 
their journey, often travelling with them on board special 
pUgrim ships. On arrival in Jedda, the wakils used to sit in a long 
row at the landing stage lou^y calling out die name of die sheikh 
in Mecca tiiey represented. The pilgrim hearing the name of the 
sheikh he had chosen in his country of origin lined up bdiind the 
wakil and with others of similar choice was taken to the pilgrim 
quarters in town. 


I8 



THE TOWN OE THE CONSUIS 

Pilgrims do not normally understand a word of Arabic and so 
are entirely dependent upon their sheikh who speaks Arabic 
and who often cleverly exploits that feeling of being completely 
lost tliat many pilgrims seem to bring witli them into the holy 
country. The pilgrimage to the Hejaz was tlie only foreign voyage 
the Indonesian used to make and for tlie sheikhs who were 
allocated Indonesia the sympathy of die Dutch authorities in 
Java and of die Consul in Jedda was a sine qm non of their calling. 
And how cuiming they were! The job was handed down from 
father to son through generations and it seemed as if in the course 
of time they had developed special qualities for dieir task. 

From die beginning of my stay in Jedda I had continuous con¬ 
tact widi diese wakils of the slieiklis in Mecca and their co-opera¬ 
tion was important for the success of my eSbrts on behalf of the 
Jaiwi pilgrims. Most of them spoke Malay and many of them 
had travelled all over die islands of Indonesia. Had diey been 
really interested in religious life in Indonesia contact with them 
might liave been rewarding, but for them, alas, rehgion was only a 
means of livelihood and their chief aim was gain. Nearly all of 
them had fallen victims of their own acquisitiveness and although 
their talk was devout enough their hearts were of stone. When 
first I met them they had been through hard times. World War 
One had been a severe blow to them but it was worse when the 
Turks departed because the new ruler was far more knowleflge- 
able about, and greedy for, the pickings of the trade. The wakils 
might gladly have wdcomed the Wahhabis had these not been 
such fanatical puritans and many doubtless sighed for the easy¬ 
going corruption of die Turkish administration. 

There was one further class of Jedda society that must be 
mentioned: the men of learning. They were a very conservative 
group, for their studies were exclusively directed towards Islam 
by the old traditional methods and following the beaten path of 
die school, the mazhah, to which they belonged. The great 
majority of them were anti-Wahhabi, but they aU well realized 
that they must remain silent, hoping for (he speedy end of the 
power of die extremists. Once brfore the Wahhabi flood fi:om its 
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source on the Central Plateau had swept over the whole of the 
Hejaz, but had receded again. 

One among tlieni had a different outlook. His dogma was that 
of the school of Muliammad ‘Abd al Waliliab, and he believed 
in the purifying influence of die Waliliabi creed on the diseased 
body of Islam, He, die most learned of die men of Icanniig in 
Jedda, Sheikh Muliammad Nasif, had not only followed the 
traditional paths of religious knowledge. He had also gone 
beyond them into the great domain of learning to wliicli the 
Arabic language is die key, giving preference to the study of 
theology. He had come in contact with many sdiolars of other 
countries and became the traditional friend of all Dutdi Arabists 
from Snouck Hurgronje onwards. This great compatriot of mine, 
called ‘Abd al Ghaffar in the Hejaz, had led the way in the 
dgliteen-cighties when, having written Ins doctor’s diesis, he 
made his momentous trip to Jedda and on to Mecca. Following 
after Snouck Hurgronje, die Dutdi Consuls in Jedda, most of 
whom had been his pupils, received, as I did, a warm welcome 
from Muhammad Nasif. He, too, had been one of the Jedda 
notables imprisoned by King Husain in Mecca. For diat reason he 
was one of the very few jeddawis who were unperturbed when 
the town fell to die Waliliabis. His house became Ibn Sa'ud’s 
place of residence during the King’s first visits to die town and it 
was thus in his house diat I first met the man who was dicn 
reshaping the liistory of Arabia. Here my colleague and I listened 
to the long and instructive discourse ui wliich the King told 
us what he wanted us to know of liimself, his methods, liis aim 
and the source of his strengdi. 

It was, again, in Sheikh Muhammad Nasif’s house that I later 
met many men of distinction who, if they were Muslims, came to 
Jedda on their way to the Holy Cities or if not MusHnis came to 
see Ibn Sa‘ud or his representative outside the forbidden cities. 
Among these was the writer Amcen Rihani who, up to then, had 
written the best general book on Ibn Sa'ud, his adversary King 
Husain, on the Imam Yahya Hamid ad-Din, the ruler of die 
rugged mountains of south-west Arabia, and on other picturesque 
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potentates of the Arabian Peninsula. It was Rihani’s book Mt/luk 
ul Arab —the Kings of tlie Arabs—^that first made me aware of the 
fact, which Philby was to stress later, that in Arabia a great man 
had begun to make liistory. I had already learnt &om Snouck 
Hurgronje that in the field of modern Arabic literature Rihani 
was an autlior of quality and it was in Nasif's house that I met 
again that remarkable American, Charles Crane, whom I had 
first seen in Snouck Hurgronje’s house in Leyden and who, with 
the faithful help of his able technical adviser, Karl S. Twitchell, 
became a true fiiend in need for Ibn Sa‘ud. 

In Sheikh Muhammad Nasif’s house I used to be a frequent 
visitor during all die years of my stay in Jedda and many were the 
learned men firom different parts of the Muslim world I met diere. 
Welcome exceptions for him and his friends, and for me, were the 
rare visits of Arabists from Europe such as Massignon from Paris, 
Strothmann from Hamburg, Wensinck and Pijper from Hol¬ 
land and others, non-Muslims, who found sympathy and a warm 
welcome in this place where the language and study of Islam 
brought us together. Soon after Ibn Sa'ud’s conquest of the town 
Sheikh Rashid Ridha, leader of Al Azhar modernists, appeared in 
Muhammad Nasif’s guest-room. Though little was said about the 
object of his visit to Ibn Sa'ud we all understood that Sheikh 
Ridha was seeking to estabHsh whether there was any common 
ground, apart from their both being movements of reform, 
between Walihabism and the Modernist movement. As nothing 
was ever heard about any further development of this cautions 
approach it became clear that Ibn Sa'ud had given his guest from 
Cairo a cold shoulder. Doubtless the diversity was too great, 
between ar-Riyadh and Cairo, between Ibn Sa'ud and Rashid 
Ridha. I also saw representatives of Muslim nationalist move¬ 
ments who resented my presence in Muhammad Nasif’s house 
where they expected to find only Muslims and took no trouble to 
disguise their feelings. 

Thus in Jedda I lived in two worlds, an Arab Muslim one and 
the Western Christian. Though this latter was often of the 
greatest interest the story of this book lies in the former. There 
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were in Jedda some remarkable men who belonged to both 
worlds and of tliese tlie man who impressed me most and who 
later moved more fuUy into the Arab Mushm world, although 
he was never really welcome there, was Pliilby. Philby arrived 
in Jedda only a few months earlier than 1. He had been there 
before, at least once, when he rode on camel-back into the town 
witli his Arab companions who had come with liim across die 
breadth of Arabia. He had been able to do that because he was 
Enghsh but he was not at all welcome to King Husain who had 
no love for visitors coming from his Sa'udi rival. That visit was 
short and not a success. 

For me H. St. J. B. Philby was new. I had only known him 
as die author of The Heart of Arabia, but I was ready to meet Inin 
with respect, the man of such outstanding achievement as an 
explorer of unknown Arabia. I gladly took every opportunity to 
talk with this provocative person who seemed to go out of his 
way to oppose evcrydiing British and indeed, wherever Arab 
interests were concerned, openly scorned everything Western. 
Philby had begun his career in Arabia from die Indian Civil 
Service, proceeding by way of the Britisli forces in Iraq to Nejd 
where he had met Ibn Sa‘ud, the man he learned to admire and in 
whom he soon saw the maker of Arabia’s and of liis, Pliilby’s, own 
future. After the war Pliilby served first in Iraq and later in 
‘Amman, the capital of Transjordan, where he held the post of 
Resident Adviser to the Amir, who later became King ‘Abdullah 
ibn Husain al Hashimi. Philby cannot have been happy in this 
official position. His heart was with Ibn Sa'ud and he bcHcved 
neither in die right nor in the capacity as ruler of die man it was 
his duty to assist. So Philby resigned liis post and, a free man 
again, went to Jedda where it was clear that its siege by the 
Wahhabis was coming to an end. Having satisfied himself about 
the situation in the town he withdrew to wait for die inevitable 
surrender. As soon as die Wahhabis had entered the town he 
came back and was welcomed on behalf of Sultan ‘Abd al ‘Aziz as 
an old firiend. 

When I met Philby he had just embarked on a triple career. 
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First he set out to serve the Wahhabi cause with all die means at 
his disposal. This would then pave the way for him to explore 
the uaknown parts of Ibn Sa'ud’s expanding domain, and thirdly 
he was anxious to lay a solid financial foimdation for his future. 

The activity of Philby that intrigued me most, as indeed all 
the Western onlookers in Jcdda, was his propaganda in written 
and spoken word in favour of the great Sa'ud. Tliis entailed his 
criticizing British poHcy that had long supported die Hashimi 
side and was still behind the Hashimis in haq and Transjordan. 
The tide of events was with Philby and made him bold. He was 
blessed with more conviction than is usually shown by official 
England. His open attacks, the retorts they provoked in the 
British press and the attitude of the British official representatives 
in Jedda provided a most interesting spectacle for me, a neutral 
witness. The men who represented England in Jedda were no 
match for him. He was a very capable student of Arab affairs, 
and had seen more of Arabia’s two leading contestants than any¬ 
one else. No English diplomatist knew more than Philby of that 
new source of power which had spread from the heart of Arabia 
until it reached the western shore of the Peninsula. Philby was the 
only one, too, who also had knowledge based upon long personal 
experience of die other, the now retiring power. And Philby 
had fireed himself from the shackles of officialdom. In the Jedda 
of those early days I saw him in full strength, a man free to speak 
and to write, armed with a wealth of information about the two- 
sided problem, and apparently determined to outrage English 
convention in dress, appearance and general social behaviour. 

The contrast between Philby and the official British represen¬ 
tatives was most marked. They still Uved in the glory of the 
declining light of British predominance in the Arab world. He, a 
former colleague, had quit the privileged ranks. What was he, that 
red-bearded il^glishman, who was much too familiar with Arabs 
of all walks of life, who lived, and traded among them in Fords 
and imported perambulators? Philby, although outspoken in his 
criticism of the British policy in Arabia and of the British in an 
oriental environment, was very British himseff. He probably 
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did not realize it and perhaps his compatriots were too aggrieved 
by his critical talk to realize it too, but Arabs and we foreig¬ 
ners were agreed that Philby remained fundamentally very 
English although he tried hard to appear publicly in Jedda as a 
man who had cut loose from all liose conventions and racial 
weaknesses he so insistently exposed. He doubtless convinced 
himself but did not entirely succeed in convincing us tdiat he 
practised what he preached. Philby remained, however, an 
attractive companion and a very interesting object of study. He 
was one of the few who were really interested in Arabia, he 
knew many historical and geographical facts about tlie country 
and he had made his choice in the man who would shape Arabia’s 
future. Philby fought against prejudice but was a most prejudiced 
man himself. He was a bom controversiahst who loved con- 
traxliction and opposition. Not understanding liimself, he lacked 
the gift of understanding others and that may well be the reason 
why he was always in conflict: with the Arabs of his caravan, with 
the Government, with its policy, witli his own personnel and, I 
think, most of all with himself. 

"When I met him he had not left the turning point m his life far 
behind him. By breaking witk his ofiEicial career he felt himself to 
be superior to his former colleagues. He had dared to be in¬ 
dependent and assumed the role of the lone Westerner. He took 
to what others might think to be the wilderness but what for him 
was freedom. He had the good fortune to find a man who was 
undoubtedly exceptional and when Philby decided for Ibn Sa‘ud 
there is little doubt that he was convinced that with Ibn Sa'ud 
he could get his chance as an explorer and perhaps even be 
permitted to help build a Wahliabi Arabia. To secure freedom of 
speech and the right to follow his own convictions Plulby sacri¬ 
ficed his official career. He had only his pension to support himsdf 
and his young family, then growing up, but he did not doubt that 
he would soon be able to better himself financially. In Arabia he 
had seen traders prosper when they alHed sound political judg¬ 
ment with a flair for backing the winning side. Under Ibn Sa’ud’s 
protection why should not even so inexperienced a trader as 
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PHlby succeed? Yet it was as a business man that Pbilby was 
weakest and his business activities that did the greatest harm to his 
reputation. He paid for his trading with the sympathy of liis 
Arab competitors and all serious-minded Arabs judged Philby 
the trader by Western and not Eastern standards. For me Philby 
was far from convincing on British shortcomings and Western 
egoism in the JMiddle East when I saw him so intent on the 
success of his own Company, Sharqiya Ltd. 

England had been late in recognizing Ibn Sa'ud’s importance 
and in recognizing it seemed reluctant to give it due weight. The 
first representative the British Foreign Office sent to Jedda held 
no higher rank than tliat of a Vice-Consul. He was an Australian 
who entered the service straight from the army and so had no 
consular, let alone diplomatic, background. Such a choice can 
hardly have been anything but a disappointment for Ibn Sa'ud 
who by dien had some experience of British officials of a high 
calibre, including none otlier than Sir Percy Cox. In due course a 
number of other British consular officials took over the post, all 
mostly young or youngish and it was not until the Russians had 
set the example diat Great Britain decided to raise her local 
estabhshment to the rank of a Legation. For Philby who had done 
liis utmost to bring about tliis change it was a day of achievement 
when a British cruiser entered Jedda harbour having on board die 
first British Minister to Ibn Sa‘ud. For Jedda society the occasion 
was a great one and all were invited to a reception held on board. 
The party assembled under double awnings on the gaily decorated 
after-deck in the best of spirits. Philby was there and before 
long he came to the fore with a proposal to the Captain. 

“This is a great occasion. Captain, an historical event, should 
not we have a specdi?” 

“Oh no, Philby, for God’s sake no speeches.” 

Philby was sileuced and the Captain doubdess much relieved. 
But after a short while PhUby’s voice was heard again. 

“Well, Captain, in any case we ought to hear something about 
the historical importance of this occasion, let us have some 
explanation of it.” 
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“No, Philby, we don’t want that, we know all about it.” 

“Captain, if we know all about it, you will allow me to put 
three questions to all who are pr^ent.” 

Pliilby was not to be repressed and in complete silence he 
formulated his first question. I have forgotten what it was exactly. 
He asked tire name of a midsliipman on board a British warship 
who had been the first to estabUsh official contact between Iris 
country and Arabia, or something of that nature. There was dead 
silence among the Enghsh guests and the officers of the sliip and 
the foreign guests looked amusedly on. 

“If nobody knows, I will tdl you,” said Philby, produdng a 
nice little liistorical anecdote. Thai he contmued; “My second 
question," and he again formulated a question about the history of 
England’s contacts witli Arabia. Again a complete silence. 
Having given die answer to his last question Pliilby waited 
no longer for die Captain’s permission. He continued: “It is 
quite evident that we ought to have some comment on the 
liistorical importance of die occasion we are celebrating here.” He 
then took a paper out of his pocket and started to read a poem he 
had written for the occasion, the swan song of the last British 
Consul as chef de paste in Jedda, His name was Bond. We all liked 
him, Philby did not. And now he made good, or shall we say 
bad, use of the occasion by reading some verses he had written 
expressing lack of regret that we would be freed of tins ‘bond’ 
of slavery. The Minister who liad arrived on the cruiser was Sir 
Andrew Ryan and the exuberant welcome Philby extended to 
him sharpened the sting of the farewell to Bond. 

Ryan, ‘the British lion’ as Philby styled liim, was fully equal to 
the occasion. He was a man of wit and an accomplished speaker. He 
was above aU a very deliberate speaker and he knew how to talk 
at a snail’s pace to great effect. The assembled company was all 
excitement to see how the Minister would handle what was after 
all a situation as discourteous to liimself as it was unpleasant to 
Bond and to the Captain of the ship. Sir Andrew completely 
ignored the attack on Bond, he made no response to Philby’s 
enthusiastic reception of liimsdf but in a calm, matter-of-fact 
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mamier, at an assured but •well-nigh funeral pace he completely 
damped down all tlie excitement, lowered the temperature of the 
party and reduced the proceedings to an appropriate, sober 
level. Philby amused us and Sir Andrew’s handling of the 
situation commanded our complete admiration. But what a 
sidelight it gave us on the workings of British character. 

It was occasions such as this that led many onlookers to believe 
that Philby was playing a double game and ■was in effect a secret 
British agent. Albert Londres, a celebrated French journalist, who 
visited Jedda two years later, wrote for the Petit Parisien an article 
in which he referred to PMby as the mystery man of British Near 
East diplomacy, the man -with the double face. And all this talk 
was precisely what suited Philby. 

The second aim that Philby had set himself in Jedda was the 
pursuit of exploration in Arabia. He appHed hims elf to this great 
task with diaracteristic thoroughness and achieved deserved 
success with the help of the one man who was able to give him the 
run of the country and to place local resources at his disposal. A 
mutual interest in Arabia, tlie kno'wn and unknown, formed a 
bond between Philby and me. 

His third aim of securing for himself a share in the fortunes 
that were to bo made in trade in the Jedda of those days appeared 
to me as something incompatible -with his political and scientific 
aims. I could not help seeing this part of his acti-yity as below the 
standard of a man with his background. Trade in Jedda had a 
queer tang to it. To the uninitiated it savoured of gambling but 
actually it depended much on the goodwill of officials and so 
sowed the seeds of corruption. The agencies of solidly established 
Western firms found it difficult to survive in Jedda and Philby’s 
O'wn company of Sharqiya would certainly have suffered ship¬ 
wreck if, from time to time, an official rope had not been let 
out to keep it afloat. Was it -wise of this passionate student of 
Arabs and Arab policy, this scholar-explorer, to risk his reputation 
in financial transactions? Did he never realize that among the 
Arabs and Muslims of Arabia he could only lose? 

It was a new experience for me to live in the Jedda of those 
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days. As a consul and later as Minister I was never of the carrikre 
and so did not regard myself as completely identified with the 
small ‘Western Christian part of the town. I lived with them but 
apart, on a sort of dividing line, and I watched Philby (who 
incidentally lived away at the eastern end of the town) and others 
struggling and sometimes lightheartedly stepping over the line 
and trying to find a welcome on the odier side. I was never 
tempted to cross that line but Philby, when the decisive moment 
in his jedda life drew near, once came to me and proposed that we 
should take the step together. 

“Let us become Muslims,” he said, “you too want to see more 
of the odicr side. We sliaU not lose anything and may gain by it.” 

“You are right, Plnlby,” I replied, “you will lose nothing for 
you were never a Christian and I do not understand why you did 
not become a Muslim long ago. For me it is different, if I went 
over I sliould lose something that I am unwilling ever to give up.’ 

So there I stood, on die border of the forbidden land. Wahhabi 
security and the motor car extended die walls of our Jedda prison; 
but I never got any further in the direction of Mecca than the 
‘alamain —the two signs—the white stone pillars that marked 
the boundary of the hima —^the forbidden territory, round Mecca. 
I should certainly have liked to go furdier but the wish was not 
much more than a cluldisli urge witliin me; it was not necessary 
for a better imderstandmg of the Arab or the Muslim. Jedda in the 
first place offered me an ideal opportunity for that, later supple¬ 
mented by many journeys in the Arabian Peninsula. For die time 
being I was well satisfied with Jedda, the sea gate to Mecca, the 
ideal vantage-point for studying the pilgrimage and Ibn Sa’ud’s 
political and religious activity. And that is what chiefly held my 
attention: Wahhabism and Ibn Sa’ud’s great experiment with it. 
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The Desert Plant of Wahhabism 


‘ Abd al Wahhab, the man from whom the Wahhabi move¬ 
ment derives, was bom in 1700. But before studying his influence 
on the Sa'udi family and dynasty, and so the political develop¬ 
ments of the Arabian Peninsula, let us see what happened in the 
eleven hundred years between the death of Ac Prophet 
Muhamnaad and the birth of‘Abd al Wahhab. 

The heavenly message Ae Prophet preached was in Ae Arab 
tongue and intended for Ac Arab nation. AlAough by Ae end of 
his life he succeeded in extending his belief through persuasion 
and militarism over Ae greater part of Ae Peninsula and began to 
look beyond Ae borders of Arabia, he kept his creed insolubly 
linked wiA its land of origin by obliging all believers to go to 
Ae Holy Land of Islam once in Aeir lives. This pflgrimage, Ae 
so-called hajj, made Ae holy places in and around Mecca a spiritual 
centre for all Muslims. In Mecca was Ae Kaba, Bait Ullah —Ae 
House of God—^built by Abraham in accordance wiA Avinely 
Actated instructions. Ten miles to Ae souA-east lay Ae plain of 
‘Arafat where on Ae great day of Ae hajj aU pilgrims had to 
gather round its central rocky hill, Ac Jabal ar-Rahma —^Ae 
Mountain of Mercy. YaArib, the pre-Islamic town two hunAed 
and fifty miles to Ae nor A, which had been Ae first to receive 
Ae Prophet after his hijra —severing of relations—^wiA Mecca, 
became Medinat an-Nabi —Ae town of Ae Prophet—afterwards 
to be known to Ae world as Medina, the town. The Muslim 
calendar dates from Ae year of Ae hijra. 

The oAer tie by which Ae Prophet kept his followers in dose 
relation wiA Arabia was that of language. The revelations God 
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sent down to His Rasul —^Messenger—liad been formulated in 
Arabic. Mulrammad used to recite repeatedly tliis steadily grow¬ 
ing treasure in the presence of his friends. They stored the holy 
word in their memories and after his death, during the reign of his 
third successor, all was written down in Arabic as the Qu/m, the 
Holy Scripture of Islam. Thus Arabic became tlie language of 
Islam and every Muslim must understand it if he would grasp the 
true spiritual guidance his faith can offer him. 

Later, according to ‘Abd al Wahhab, the two Holy Cities had 
forsaken the true belief and tlie observance of Allah’s command¬ 
ments. Not only Arabia but the whole of Islam had strayed into 
heretical by-patlis. Strict monotheism, the profession of the 
simplest conception of God, on which Islam had prided itself as 
compared witla Judaism and Christianity, had been overlaid with 
saint-worship and die cult of tombs, characterized by the building 
of so-caUed quhhas —domes. The man of the desert had even 
reverted to the old heathen practices of worshipping holy rocks, 
stones and trees. 

Once before, in about the twelfth century, Islamabad run into 
a danger. Communion with God was being lost and an exact 
observance of the law tended to become an end instead of a means. 
Imam Al Ghazali (1058-iiia) had foreseen this danger, hi his 
great work Ihya 'Ulum id~Din —The Quickening of the Sciences 
of Religion—lie restored law and formality to their proper 
place as subsidiaries to belief and to mystical contact between 
AUah and the human soul. Al Ghazali is one of the great if not the 
greatest of the reformers of Islam. His voice is still heard even 
today wherever seekers after God in Islam struggle witli tlie 
problem of a hving faith. 

The reform that ‘Abd al Wahhab started was quite dificrent 
and was directed against worldliness, materialism and reversion to 
heathen practices. Whereas Al Ghazali had voiced the longing of 
the heart for contact with a God who is a Forgiver, a Saviour, 
six centuries later ‘Abd al Wahhab called for a return to the 
word and example of the Prophet and to a renewal of the dis¬ 
cipline laid down for ever in the Quran. 
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The history of Islam had been one of expansion vuith its third 
century and then of dechne and disintegration. Islam began to 
fear for its faith, and no one was to be allowed to draw his own 
conclusions firom tlie Quran and <hc words spoken by the Prophet. 
Where interpretation was concerned only the ‘ulama —gleamed 
men—who liad lived not later than die first three centuries after 
the Prophet might be quoted. And so Islam slept. Realization of 
its torpor began only with the penetration of Western influence 
throu^ political expansion and Christian missionary effort. 

The emergence of ‘Abd al Wahhab was contemporary with 
this awakening. He was born in Nejd into a family of prominent 
theologians. They belonged to a w^-known Arab tribe of poets, 
the Banu Tamim, and lived in the village of ‘Uyaina, in the Wadi 
Hanifa m southern Nejd.^ His grandfather was Sheikh al Islam— 
the religious leader—of Nejd and one of the most learned and 
prominent men of his time. His father ‘Abd al Wahhab, also a 
learned man, was judge of ‘Uyaina and the author of some 
treatises on rcHgious matters. With patience and devotion he 
himself taught his son. The boy proved to be very gifted and by 
his tenth year knew the Quran by heart. He married at the age of 
twelve and thus, according to the law of Islam, became ‘aqil 
baligh —a full man—with the rights and duties of an adult Muslim. 
He could now perform the hajj and decided to do so. Young 
Muhammad ‘Abd al Wahhab set out for Mecca. 

One can imagine how deeply his tender, religious mind must 
have been shocked by what he saw in the Holy Cities. When he 
came back he returned to his religious studies and travelled to 
Basra, Damascus and Baghdad. By conviction as well as by 
tradition he adliered to the mzhab —^school of religious doctrine— 
of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, to which all the people of Nejd belonged, 
at least in name. He studied the writings of the great HanbaH 
scholar Ibn Taimiyya. It is reported that in Basra he started 
preaching openly against s/ttVk—polytheism—and ejhorting to 
the essential oneness of Allah. “Allah alone has the right 
to be worshipped," he said, "PTufo-pious men, nearly saints— 

1 Some Arab historians say it was in Huraimala, to the north of aiv-Riyadh. 
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are only entitled to respect, not worship. We can be led by a 
IVali, we can follow his example, but we pray only to AUah,” 

In ‘Uyaina the Governor sided with liim. Together they first 
pubHcly appeared as iconoclasts, for Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al 
Wahhab knew that to convince Arabs, not words alone but 
violence would be necessary. Therefore, in accordance with the 
precepts of early Islam, a holy tree near the village was cut down 
and a woman caught in adultery stoned in the market-place, and 
tlie Governor liimself tlirew the first stone. But then the Amir of 
Al Hasa to whom the Governor was subordinate ordered him to 
put to death the zealot who had disturbed the peace of the whole 
province. The Governor chose the safest way for both of them. 
He gave warning to Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab who fled 
to Dhar'iyya where he sought the protection of the Amir 
Muhammad ibn Sa'ud. At first the Amir was not fevourably 
disposed towards lum but liis brothers succeeded in persuading 
him probably with die help of his wife who, according to the 
story reported by Armstrong, said to him: “This man is sent to 
thee by Allah.” Thus began a great period of revival and reforma¬ 
tion of the religious and political fife of Arabia. 

Muhammad the Sa‘udi made a momentous decision when he 
proposed to Muhammad the Walihabi that they should join 
forces, Tiis happened in 1744. Both Miihammads made dieir 
pact for a lifetime. Little could they have thought of its extending 
beyond those Hmits. Less stiU that they were founding an alliance 
that would compass many generations and be of cardinal his¬ 
torical importance for AraW up to die twentieth century. 
Muhammad ‘Abd al Wahliab, ash-Sheikli—the spiritual leader 
of the movement—became, after the Amir, the most important 
man in Nejd. The daughters of the Sheikh were to be the wives 
of the Amirs of the A/—fimuly—Sa‘ud and the sons would marry 
the daughters of die ruling house. 

Was Muhammad ibn Sa*ud convinced of die truth of the 
Wahhabi doctrme, was he really converted when he decided to 
put his sword at the disposal of the Sheikh? Perhaps not at first. 
Political ambition and expedience may have led him to embrace 
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the reformer. ‘Abd al Wahhab on the other hand was confident 
that his word was supported by divine command. He knew 
moreover that tlie beduin of Central Arabia must be driven by 
force into the path of true belief. Once this was achieved their 
dormant fanaticism would awake, and their most popular sport 
the raiding—might then be turned into a Holy War. 

If that succeeded diere would be a renewal of the great days of 
Islam when the early followers of the Prophet liad carried a 
victorious Islam on the edge of their swords mto the wide world. 

But those who joined the ranks of the Wahhabi host were not 
to fight unbelievers but Muslims. They were to purify, not 
extend, their religion. Were they not then very different from 
those early zealots who went out to convert imbelievers? 
Were not they, die Wahhabis, turning their swords against their 
fellow Arabs? For these new fanatics firom Nejd there was no 
difference. For them die Muslim who had strayed firom the 
right path was no longer a brother Muslim. They called them 
mushrikin —^polytheists—^and considered that they did not share 
the belief in the one true God but required conversion. 
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Wahhab was the spiritud and Muhammad 
ibn Sa‘ud die mditary leader of the hosts of Wahhabism. To¬ 
gether they imleashed a surge of puritanism that cleansed the 
mundane heart of Arabia till it became irresistible. 

Muliammad ibn Sa'ud died in 1764. He did not live to see the 
glory of his house for it was not until 1773 that ar-Riyadh, the 
true capital of Nejd, was taken by his son ‘Abd al ‘Aziz Al 
Sa'ud. In 1801 the war on idolatry was carried far beyond its 
country of origin. Najaf and Kerbala were captured and deansed, 
which in their case meant destroyed. Situated in Iraq, these 
towns were, and still are, places of pilgrimage of the great Sbi'a 
division of Islam whose adherents are idolators in Wahhabi eyes 
because they pay a deference that is nearly divine to ‘Ali the 
son-in-law of the Prophet and to his martyred sons Hasan and 
Husain. A year later, in 1802, the Shi'is had their revenge when 
‘Abd al ‘Aziz was murdered by a Shi'i assassin as he prayed in the 
mosque of his own town of Dhar‘iyya. 
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This incursion of the iconoclasts into Iraq, however, was to 
have graver consequences. In stepping beyond tlie bounds of 
Centrd Arabia the Wahlubis brought tlicnisclves to the notice 
of the outside world and in particular to the Turkish Government 
which had Arabia under her nominal sovereignty. The Sublime 
Porte could not tolerate sucli outrages and gave orders to her 
Governors in Syria and Iraq to check the fanatical Nejdi hordes. 
But as no Governor dared march against them the Wahhabi 
went on witlr their work imdisturbcd. 

Now indeed tliey turned to what should have been tlieir first 
objective: the towns called holy, those that ought to have been, 
but were so far from being, examples for tlie whole world of 
Islam. First they attacked Mecca which was conquered in 1803. 
In their merciless way dicy swept die place clean. Everything that 
savoured of the glorification of man was dashed to the ground. 
Even die quhbas built over the graves of die Ansar —die first 
Companions of the Prophet—^wcrc demolished. Hicn it was the 
turn of Medina. The town was conquered by ‘Abdallah, a son of 
‘Abd al ‘Aziz and with its fid! all the holy places of Islam were in the 
hands of the Wahhabis. The ceremonies of die hajj were put under 
dieir control and discipline. The Holy Cities again became holy. 

But Waliliabism liad inspired horror in the pilgrims who came 
from die whole of die Islamic world and its crisis now drew near. 
Soon it would be seen whcdier this puritanical attempt to drive 
Islam back to its sources would spread beyond Arabia to Islamic 
lands over the sea or whether the unrepentant mjyority would try 
to force it back to die deserts whence it came. It was the majority 
who won. Par from being welcomed as guides to die one true 
pure Islam, the iconoclasts wore regarded as wild nomads, 
backward men and even heretics who cherished ideas for wliich 
the wider world of Islam had no use. To this there was one 
remarkable exception. In Mecca some pilgrims firom the fanatic¬ 
ally Muslim higlilands of central Sumatra, the Menang Kabau, 
were converted to the Wahhabi creed. They went home inspired 
with the zeal of puritans. The propaganda dicy made at home was 
successful and soon armed bands began to attack the heathen 
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Batak lution living to the nordh of thek country. They sacked, 
the villages of the Bataks, killed many of them and forced the 
rest to accept their Walihabi creed. The Dutch East Ttniian 
Government was called upon to restore order and so began one 
of the fiercest colonial campaigns Dutch troops ever had to face. 

But how were they to be got back to their deserts? Although 
responsible for the Holy Places the Sublime Porte in Istanbul was 
too weak to repel the Wahhabis by force. The task was therefore 
given to Egypt, then a vassal state of Turkey. The Khedive 
Muhammad ‘Ali had built up a strong army and in 1812 he sent 
into Arabia an expeditionary force that reconquered Medina, 
Jedda and Mecca then fell into his hands. The Wahhabis retired 
into the desert and the Egyptians were not strong enough to 
pursue them. 'Abdullah ibn Sa'ud made his submission and 
admitted the suzerainty of Turkey but feeling safely distant from 
the seat of Turkish government he soon resumed his activity. 
Egypt dien again came into action. This time it was the son of 
Muhammad 'Ah, Ibrahim Pasha, who commanded the ex¬ 
peditionary force. He decided to do the job thoroughly. His 
fiercest enemy was the six hundred miles of desert between the 
Red Sea coast and Dhar'iyya, the stronghold of the Wahhabis. 
He first attacked the Wahhabis in the rest of the Hejaz and in 
'Asir before he went north and east. Eventually he came down 
from die Qasim in the north and began the siege of Dhar'iyya. 

That was March 1818. A series of fierce engagements that 
were to last for six relentless months, developed in the Wadi 
Hanife, around die defensive positions of the Sa'udis. With 
field-guns the Egyptians, strengthened by thousands of Turkish 
troops, shattered the mud walls and the fort and houses inside 
them. When in September of the same year the Sa'udis sur¬ 
rendered, Dhar'iyya was reduced to one great ruin. The Wahhabi 
leader, 'Abdullah ibn Sa'ud, was made prisoner and sent to 
Istanbul. There ‘Abdullah, fourth Anoir of Nejd of the House 
of Sa'ud, was pubhdy breaded in firont of Aya Sofia. Many 
members of the House of Sa'ud lost their lives in this bitter 
campaign but Ibrahim Pasha’s expedition had itself had to pay a 
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high price for the defeat of the first Walilubi movement. Philby, 
in his Saudi Arabia, gives the losses on the Egyptian-Tiirkish side 
as 12,000 killed of whom probably lo.ooo fell in the fighting for 
Dhar‘iyya. He also gives the losses of the Wahhabi defenders as 
about 13,000 among whom were three brothers of the ruler, 
‘Abdullah, and eighteen other members of the Amir’s family. 

Tlie first Waliliabi movement thus came to an aid, at least as 
far as outward appearances were concerned. But die spirit of the 
movement could not be extinguished with material weapons and 
would again emerge from the desert whai it found for itself a 
new leader. 

Dhar‘iyya was never rebuilt and only a part of their territories 
with ar-]^yadh, as the new capital, were returned to the Sa'udis. 
So ill ar-piiyadh the Sa‘udis lived hoping that one day they 
would set out to recapture what diey had lost. But for long they 
were aigrossed in tribal rivalries and in struggles for power in 
Central Arabia and up to the advent of a second ‘great’ Sa'ud 
everything went wrong for them. They lost many fights against 
the Ibn Rashid dynasty of Ha‘il in the neighbouring territory of 
the great Shammar tribe. Theic house was visited by assassination 
from without and treason firom widiin. The age-long tragedy of 
Arabia was their portion now. The history of die houses of both 
the Rashidis and the Sa‘udis is a monotonous tale of jealousy, 
blood and poison. 

What had happened to the faith and vision, to the strong arm 
and the clear political leadership of die house of Sa‘ud? Was it 
never to have another chance? The outlook was not promising. 
But Wahhabism was not dead. Its mutawwas —^missionaries— 
were still active among die tribes. They taught the boys to read 
and write so that they might be able to study die Quran. Second 
in importance came the study of the Prophet’s life and sayings as 
recorded in the hadith —^tradition. Wahhabism had beai forced 
back to the deserts whence it started, where it fitted in the daily 
life, where it strengdiened moral standards. There it smouldered 
on, just alive and waiting for a quickening wind to kindle its 
smouldering ashes. 
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The Emergence of Ihn Sa‘ud 


‘Abd al ‘Aziz (or Ibn Sa*u<l as be is commonly known) 
was bom in circumstances of little promise. He was the 
fourth child of ‘Abd ar-Rahman—two brothers, Faisal and 
Fahd, and one sister, Nura, being older than he. The exact 
date of his birth is not known as his mother could not read 
or write but it must have been about the zodi of Dhul Hijja 
1297 A.H. corresponding to 26th of November a.d. 1880. His 
father was the youngest son of Faisal, the seventh Wahhabi ruler 
in ar-Riyadh, who reigned during the Egyptian occupation. 
Faisal was once expelled from ar-Riyadh by the Egyptian 
Governor and sent to Egypt. Five years later he was reinstated 
and returned to rule over Nejd for the next twenty-two years. 
He was renowned as one of its great and successful Sa‘udi 
Amirs. It is small wonder that Ibn Sa‘ud and his sons used to 
mention with pride that they belonged to the Al Faisal —^the 
branch, the family group descending from the great Faisal, who 
only two centuries ago had held the leadership of Central Arabia. 

In the days of ‘Abd ar-Rahman the genius of leadership 
seemed to have deserted the Sa‘udi dan. Setbacks had not united 
Ibn Sa‘ud’s forebears. On the contrary, bitterness had increased 
between various members of the family as each sought in his 
own way to regain power; disappointment and mutual jealousy 
had led them to treason, poison and bloodshed. Not the least of 
the Sa‘udi troubles was that they were now subject to the House 
of Rashid whose centre was in Ife‘il in the north where the great 
tribe of the Shammar hved. ‘Abd ar-Rahman was heir to the 
endless intrigues of his elder brothers with their confUctii^ 
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struggles for power and tlieir vain attempts to free their country 
from this ovcrlordsliip. When his eldest brother ‘Abdallah ibn 
Faisal died in ar-Riyadli in November 1889 he was then about 
forty. The other brother, Muhammad, was stiU aHve but seemed 
without ambition. So he took over the responsibility of ruling. 
But ‘AbduUah during tlie twenty-four years of his reign had so 
mismanaged his inheritance that at the end of his life there was 
little more left of the Sa‘udi state tlian a semblance of autliority 
over the home district al ‘Aridh and Washm and Sudair. ‘Abd 
ar-Rahman determined to do wliat he could to regain the lost 
power of his dynasty. 

Although Ibn Rashid met this new heir to the Sa‘udi inheri¬ 
tance with an outward show of firiendliness there was soon a clash 
whm the Rashidi Governor of ar-Riyadli went on a ceremonial 
visit to ‘Abd ar-Ralunan. They were attacked. The Governor 
himself escaped but this act of treachery was the signal for open 
conflict. Treason is common enough in Arab history and it is 
not easy to say who was responsible on tins occasion. ‘Abd ar- 
Raliman, however, maintained that he acted only to forestall the 
murderous designs of his official visitor. 

Ibn Rashid immediately prepared to march against ar-Riyadli. 
Meanwhile ‘Abd ar-Rahman had not been idle. The fortifications 
of the town were in good repair and the look-outs were manned 
when Ibn Ikashid appeared. There was no question of taking the 
town by storm. Days of siege began, the date groves near die 
town were cut down and so the ruler in ar-Riyadlx was induced 
to negotiate. Included in ‘Abd ar-Rahman’s deputation tliat went 
to Ibn Rashid’s camp was his ten-year-old son ‘Abd al ‘Aziz who 
thus appeared for the first time on the Arabian political scene. 
Peace was re-established, Ibn Rashid went home and ‘Abd ar- 
Rahman was allowed to continue occupying the Sa'udi tlirone in 
ar-Riyadh. It might have ended worse for him, yet this first 
eflfort to regain the former Sa'udi power had feilcd. 

At the end of 1890 or the beginning of 1891 ‘Abd ar-Rahman 
again joined the enemies of Ibn Rashid and again they were 
beaten in the field. He rushed back to ar-Riyadh convinced that 
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this time the game was definitely lost for him. The mm of ar- 
Riyadh, grew tired of his repeated unsuccess and so the inevitable 
happened. Forsaken by his own men, ‘Abd ar-Rahman had to 
leave the town and take to the desert hoping to find hospitality 
there, and if need be to seek it with the Banu Murra in the south, 
on the border of die great sands of the Rub* al Khali—the Empty 
Quarter. 

It was in the month of January 1891, when in the darkness 
before the dawn the temperature on the Nejd plateau is dis¬ 
agreeably low, that he who seemed to be the last ruler of the 
Sa‘uds abandoned his mud palace. The caravan moved out and 
iron-studded heavy wooden doors were shut bdiind him. The 
people of ar-Riyadh must have thought that they had seai the 
last of this once-glorious family. 

‘Abd al ‘Aadz then was ten years old. Philby says that he 
rode on one camel with his elder sister, Nura, each in a saddle¬ 
bag with bundles of luggage that had hurriedly been slung on top 
of the animal. 

I myself saw ‘Abd ar-Rahman in 1926 when he visited the 
Hejaz to perform the pilgrimage in a then purified holy land. It 
was difficult to think of him as the former fugitive from ar- 
Riyadh. The boy, then ill with rheumatic fever, was now a 
man of massive proportions. King of a state vaster than Sa‘udi 
power had ever before encompassed. Yet in the presence of his 
father he was stiU the dutiful son who bowed to serve him as 
master and, ceding to ‘Abd ar-Rahman the place of honour, took 
the lowest place in every assembly at which they were both 
present. All who saw this were deeply impressed. I could not help 
thinking of the mother, Sarah bint Sudairi. What share had she 
had in building the foundation of her son’s greatness? She 
came from the family third in importance in the Sa'udiyya—^the 
Sa‘udi state—of our days, from the Sudairis of Wadi Dawasir 
and it is said that Ibn Sa'ud inherited his imposing stature from 
her. As women are never seen in Arabia the only way to form an 
opinion of their qualities is to judge by the male members of their 
fetruly. I had the good fortune to meet several of her cousins who 
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were Goveraors of Provinces of Sa’udi Arabia and what a fine 
class of men, what born rulers they were! Philby has noted that 
some twenty-one of Ibn Saud’s sons and grandsons have, through 
their mothers, Sudairi blood in their veins. 

But on that early morning at the end of January 1891, only a 
small group of loyal followers went with ‘Abd ar-Rahman 
to ward off die attacks of the Shammar, Ibn Rashid’s tribe. They 
souglit the hospitality of the ‘Ajman tribe in Al Hasa but not 
for long. The ‘Ajman, later, were never of much use to Ibn 
Sa‘ud and here he may have got his first warning of their un¬ 
reliability. * Abd ar-Rahmau decided not to expose the women and 
children to further desert hardships. ‘Abd al ‘Aziz was stiU suffer¬ 
ing from his rheumatic fever and was too weak to follow his 
father. The isles of Bahrain were nearby and under British 
protection. There the fbmly would be safe and Western medical 
help was available and there it was that ‘Abd al ‘Aziz had his first 
contacts with Christian foreigners from the West. American 
medical missionary activity in Bahrain had not then begun. If the 
Sa‘udi boy received treatment from a European physician, it 
must have been from an Englishman. In Bahrain the women and 
children of ‘Abd ar-Rahman found what they had hoped for and 
quite possibly this early contart at the tender age of ten lay at the 
basis of the friendly relations that were to be established in later 
years between the vast Sa'udi kingdom and the little Bahrain 
Sheikhdom. 

There came a day when ‘Abd al ‘Aziz, then Kiug Ibn Sa‘ud, was 
in urgent need of treatment for an aflfection of the throat. His 
private doctor, a young Syrian, realized that an operation was 
necessary but not being a surgeon did not dare to undertake the 
operation. It was then that the King thought of the medical 
mission that had been established in Bahrain by the Dutch 
Reformed Church of America and an urgent request for help 
■was sent to the American doctors in Bahrain. Dr. Paul Harrison, 
who later told me the story, was soon on his way to the mamland. 
Ha-ving seen the King he, too, came to the conclusion that an 
immedate operation was necessary. “I knew it,” the Ring said, 
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“and you may do it. But first say your prayer in your Christian 
way as I am told is your custom.” Dr. Harrison said his prayer in 
the palace of the Wahhabi ruler and then performed the operation. 
From then on regular contact was kept up between the palace 
and the mission hospital of Bahrain. The King used to ask a 
doctor to come twice a year to treat the whole family. And a very 
great family it was. The doctors were asked to bring their wives 
and their assistants with them. The relationship developed and 
Dr. Storm and Dr. Dame could, thanks to the King’s initiative, 
make the first survey of health conditions in the outer provinces 
of the country, giving special attention to the incidence of leprosy. 

While ‘Abd al ‘Aziz as a boy was being cured of his fever in 
Bahrain his father made one last despairing attempt to retake 
ar-Riyadh and drive the Rashidb back to Had, the Shammar 
stronghold. It was a surprise attack and it failed. ‘Abd ar-Rahman 
then fell back on Hufhuf, the well-fortified oasis town where the 
Governor of Al Hasa province lived. There the Turks made him 
an unexpected proposal. They maintained only a nominal 
supremacy over Central Arabia, playing off one ruler against 
another, and the ascendancy of the House of Rashid made them 
uneasy. They therefore decided to approach ‘Abd ar-Rahman 
offering him money and arms on condition that he would again 
attack ar-Riyadh and, if successful, admit a Turkish garrison 
and accept the suzerainty of the Sublime Porte. In his proud 
rejection of this offer the Wahhabi curdy expressed his refusal 
to fink his fortune with those who were Muslims in name only 
and whom he and most Arabs of those days disliked and often 
hated more than Nasranis —the followers of the Man from 
Nazareth—and Yahudis—Jevrs. 

He then went southward to the Banu Murra, a poor primitive 
tribe of rough beduins who lived in the border regions of the 
great sand desert, the Rub' al Kiah. This was a land of hunger 
and thirst where the struggle for life was hard indeed, but for him 
it meant security. No enemy would follow him there. ‘Abd al 
‘Aziz, now recovered in health, was allowed to join him. While 
the fiither suffered under the hard conditions of fife with the 
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Sanu Murra, a people who spiritually were scarcely emancipated 
from their former animistic beHefr, the son took to this new way 
of life and grew to like it. The Banu Murra gave him Ihs educa¬ 
tion in the struggle for life in the desert without which he could 
never have succeeded in reconquering Nejd in desert guerrilla. 
He saw die hardships the desert nomad had to overcome. With 
them sheep, goats and camels came first, men last. 

For ‘Abd al 'Aziz, who was born in a palace, aldiough a mud 
palace in a primitive town, the desert had, up till then, mostly 
been a hunting- and play-groimd. Now he saw its grimmer side. 
In the tents of die Banu Murra he tasted the prose and poetry of 
this way of living. Here he understood die fears that surround 
the beduin, the need and misery that are Ins inseparable com¬ 
panions. He began to realize how indispensable and wise the old 
laws and customs of the desert were: diose laws of hospitality 
handed down from pre-Islamic times, the rights of grazing and 
the possession and use of wells. Witn the Banu Murra he learned 
of the greed of marauding neighbours as poor as themselves and 
the eternal verity diat survival lay in die unity of the tribe and 
that security demanded absolute loyalty. This nomad desert life 
could never bring prosperity, never escape the exclusiveness of 
tribal organization, never lead to an increase of population, never 
be a basis on which to build a nation but for ‘Abd al ‘Aziz the 
sustained contact with desert life was exhilarating. 

Being very big for his age ‘Abd al ‘Aziz was soon allowed to 
ride with the men on their ghazus. His father disapproved, but 
as a guest scarcely liked to offend liis hosts. They looked upon 
the ghazH as a virile occupation. For them it provided not only 
pleasurable excitement but a means of support and the only way 
ill which they could make themselves feared by their enemies. In 
the desert the accumulation of lifestock was proof of supremacy. 
Did ‘Abd al ‘Aziz also see that tlisghazu was a two-edged weapon 
that cut the hand of liim who handled it? Did he see that it was 
the father of the blood feud, itself the root of ever-present fear, a 
never-ending source of wailing in the camps of the nomads and 
that it bred hatred and banish^ human happiness? Did he see all 
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this? If not his father could have shown him. His young and 
receptive mind certainly found much that was attractive in the 
vigorous desert life. He must have listened widi all the attention 
of his young soul when, sitting round the camp fire, the sheilchs 
of the tribe discussed their problems or told stories of their own 
and of their forefathers’ experiences. I myself have sat round camp 
fires in the open, in desert or wadi or even in the hall of some mud 
fort. Darkness would close in upon us but there would be a 
firiendlmess in the light and warmtli of the fire. When, after 
endless discussion, I had to fight against sleep my Arab com¬ 
panions would still be wide awake and inevitably a singer 
with a rough voice would start singing a qasida—haHad. This 
would go on for hours while the audience would join in repeating 
a last word. Here they would be as happy as children, sitting 
together in a small world of light surrounded by darkness, the 
light warding off the menace of tlie limitless, empty desert. 

Ibn Sa'ud was very young when he sat with the Banu Murra 
around their camp &es, but he was old enough to realize that 
the beduin’s treasure are his stories and the songs that he stores in 
his memory and carries with him into the emptiness of his days 
when, lonely, he sits watching the herd and stares into a hostile 
universe of heat and light and silence. 

With the Banu Murra were laid the foundations of a later 
mastery of desert metaphor and of the accomplished oratory that 
so well became an imposing presoice, a melodious voice and a 
ready tongue. Not o^y Arabs but Westerners too would sit 
entranced at Ibn Sa'ud’s brilliant conversation, the ease with 
which he expressed his ideas and the conviction he was able to 
carry to the very hearts of his listeners. If stress has been laid 
on this particular accomplishment of ‘Abd al ‘Aziz it is because 
his mastery over unruly tribes was undoubtedly one of his 
outstanding qualities. For the ageing ‘Abd ar-Rahman his 
stay with die Banu Murra brought no such compensations. He 
doubdess longed to be united widi his wife and cMdrea, to have 
the company of people more rigorous in theh observance of the 
ritual worship of Iskm. For him it must have been a relief when 
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word caine from the tiny state of Kuwait on die nordi-west tip of 
the Persian Gulf suggesting that he should setde there with his 
family and servants as guests of tlic ruler Muhammad Al Sabbah. 
The state of Kuwait was dien litde more than a town of traders, 
shipbuilders and seamen. It was also a town for pearl-fishing 
where wretched divers bartered their Hves for the loans they took 
from dicir employers. 

‘Abd ar-Rahman had no suspicion diat Turkish policy, active 
again, was bcliind this ofier and that not his host but the Turkish 
treasury was to pay the expenses of his stay. It was not until 
later diat the truth became clear to him when the Turks once more 
approached him with an offer of help in driving Ibn Rashid from 
ar-Riyadh. His second refusal of this proposal was embittered by 
a realization of die source of the subsidy paid him, a subsidy 
that in trudi had been small enough, and most irregularly paid, 
so that the family whidi ranked as princely in ar-Riyadh had to 
live in a house of oidy diree rooms. How they must have longed 
to be back in the pure desert of Nejd, in the dry, light atmosphere 
of its high plateau, 3,000 feet above sea level, within the ampler 
confines of their palace of ar-Riyadh. 

In the fifteenth year of his age ‘Abd al ‘Aziz’s mother found 
him a beduin bride, but tiicre was no money for even a simple 
wedding and so the ceremony had to be postponed for several 
months. His father’s dependence on the Sabbahs can scarcely have 
weighed heavily on him. "With other boys of liis age he must have 
roamed the town and gained his first notions of the great world 
outside. 

Meanwhile Mubarak Al Sabbah, a half-brother of the ruler of 
Kuwait, with whom relations were strained, had recently returned 
as a ‘prodigal son’, having squandered his resources in the great 
cities of India. Generous, warm-hearted and able, he had become 
a man of the world. A friendship quickly sprang up between liim 
and young ‘Abd al ‘Aziz. This unexpected contact introduced him 
to a world of political intrigue on a far greater scale tlian that of 
Arab tribal rivalries. In Kuwait a battle was being fought between 
Germany, who hoped to build there the terminus of her Baghdad 
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railway, and Russia and Great Britain who were strongly 
averse to the entry of any new competitor in the Middle East. 
Turkey on the other hand was only too happy to find in Germany 
a third nation site could use to play off against the other two. The 
inexperienced newcomer could be used against British and 
Russian imperialism without becoming inconvenient for the 
Turkish suzerainty over Arabia. 

When he was seventeen years of age the situation developed 
with dramatic suddenness for ‘Abd al ‘Aziz for his admired friend 
Mubarak leapt into the arena, murdered the ruling Muhammad, 
took his place and then, playing a dever hand, started to take part 
in the game of international politics. ‘Abd al ‘Aziz must have 
heard and doubtless taken part in much of the political talk in 
Kuwait and Sheikh Mubarak is said to have given him an ex¬ 
planation of the game he himself wanted to play. Mubarak had a 
natural antipathy towards Turkey because he was nominally 
subject to Turkish sovereignty. He knew of the corruptness of 
their administration, of their extortions and of the weakness of the 
central power in Istanbtil. Turkey’s siding with the German 
Drang nach Osten —^Drive to the East—led Mubarak to look for 
support firom the British. In this he was no doubt more guided 
by dislike for the Turks than by any liking for the British. May 
we not conjecture that ‘Abd al ‘Aziz, who as an adult in Kuwait 
saw British representatives for (he first time and Mubarak’s 
dealings with them, began to think and hope that the British 
might serve his purpose too? 

The Germany of Kaiser Wilhelm II, impatient to make pro¬ 
gress, pressed the Turks to impose their plm on Mubarak as the 
ruler of a subject state. But the Turks decided to encourage the 
Rashids to attack the Sheikh of Kuwait because he was harbour¬ 
ing the Sa‘uds. The Rashids agreed and started to make prepara¬ 
tions. Sheikh Mubarak, however, was not to be caught unawares 
and he gathered together, for a surprise attack on the Rashidis, 
the Bauu Murra, the ‘Ajman and the Mutair, all eager to share in a 
really great ghazii, with its promise of much booty. Any action 
against the Rashids had the sympathy of the Sa’uds ^thou^ ‘Abd 
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ar-Rahmaa himself had httle confidence in the leadership of a 
loose-living man like Mubarak. But ‘Abd al ‘Aziz was all afire. 
He admired the political astuteness of liis older friend and he 
expected him to be as clever in the field. 

Before Ibn Rasliid was ready and even before he could bring 
himself to beHevc that a small town like Kuwait, with no trained 
fighting force, could ever think of attacking him, Mubarak’s 
troops were marching on Ha'il in considerable force. He himself 
commanded the main body. ‘Abd ar-Raliman he kept witlr him. 
‘Abd al ‘Aziz to whom he had entrusted command of an in¬ 
dependent group was ordered to march to the south, to conquer 
the small Rashidi outposts and, as he went, spread revolt in the 
oases and tribal settlements and so divert Ibn Rashid’s attention. 
If he were successful he might even try to push on towards ar- 
Riyadh. This perhaps was to be his first real chance. Once before, 
too restless to sit and wait in Kuwait with some friends, he had 
attempted a raid on ar-Riyadh. It had proved to be the feckless 
idea of an inexperienced youth and ended in complete feilure, 
for one camiot fight with inadequate resources. Now tliat he had 
the means he would give a better account of himself. Good luck 
was with him. As he and liis men advanced and took die fortified 
Rasliidi posts by surprise, the villages and tribes welcomed him. 
His army grew, for hope of booty was, as ever for desert folk, the 
lure. 

The main body in the north was less successful. Mubarak had 
been unwise enough to meet Ibn Rashid and his men in the open 
desert. How could he with liis handful of loosely co-ordinated 
troops expect to withstand the frontal attack of a well-trained 
fighting body under die command of a man like Ibn Rashid? 
When Mubarak’s ranks broke the ‘Ajmanis fled precipitously and 
were not above trying to loot the camp of their own side as they 
went. The encoimter ended in a complete defeat for Mubarak and 
if a heavy rainstorm had not prevented pursuit the fleeing 
remnants of his troops could not have avoided massacre. As it 
was they fell back in disorderly haste on the town of Ktiwait. 
But Kuwait was no sure protection. The mud walls had not been 
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kept in repair for years and in any case diere was no garrison to 
man them. They would prove no barrier to a victorious army 
eager to loot a trading centre. A last attempt, near Jahra, to stem 
the onrush ended in complete feilure so with the panic-stricken 
townsmen the beaten army awaited the final disaster. 

Meanwhile Ibn Rashid, sure of his prey, first turned on the 
villages and tribes that had sided with the enemy and their dis¬ 
loyalty was cruelly punished. *Abd al ‘Aziz, or to give him firom 
now on the name relating him to his house by which he became 
known to the outside world, Ibn Sa'ud, warned m time of the 
disaster in the north, was able by forced marches to avoid tie 
danger of being cut off and wiped out by the crushmg superiority 
of Rashidi troops. One gets the impression that from that day on 
his friendship with Mubarak cooled. ‘Abd ar-Rahman may well 
have blamed himself for following the lead of a man who had no 
reason to hope for Allah’s blessing. Now it was too late; there was 
even no possible escape from Kuwait. It was a doomed place. But 
then the unexpected happened. Great Britain stepped on to the 
scene and stretched out her protecting hand over the town. If 
Kuwait had fallen to Ibn Rashid the Turks would have got their 
way, and behind the Turks stood Germany. So the British sent 
word to Ibn Rashid warning him not to go any further and a 
cruiser was despatched to Kuwait as a token that England was in 
earnest. 

This was for the time being the end of the German dream of a 
railway terminus in the Persian Gulf and Sheikh Mubarak was 
saved by Great Britain’s determination to stop Germany firom 
establishing herself astride strategical routes. The Sauds were 
saved too. This was Ibn Sa’ud’s second experience of Great 
Britain’s policy in Arabia and doubtless it made its mark on him. 
Both Mubarak and he had learned an important lesson and one 
that in later years Ibn Sa'ud showed he had understood. It was that 
from now on desert Arabia impinged on world politics, hi Kuwait 
Ibn Sa'ud got a glimpse of the rivalry of Western governments in 
iheir efforts to become the masters of the international trade 
routes which had their most vulnerable crossings around and 
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inside Arabia. Great Britain was die leading power. She had long¬ 
standing experience and had explored these countries more than 
anyone else; and she best understood the Arabs and their his¬ 
torical background. Sheikh Mubarak had learnt wloat Great 
Britain at that time could do in Arabian aiFairs. He had met some 
of die men who built and kept intact diat imposing structure of 
world empire. He liad chosen for England. Ibn Sa‘ud, his once 
eager pupil, was soon to surpass his teacher. Here begins that 
important cliaptcr in liis life story where he first meets, then hkes, 
dicn understands and uses the omnipresent British, yet all the 
time retaining an independent judgment of what they meant for 
Arabia and for the world, assessing their, to liim, pleasing and 
unplcasing characteristics. In later years when he strongly 
disapproved of some aspects of British policy Ibn Sa‘ud continued 
to maintain that Britain was die best-informed and her representa¬ 
tives die most sympathetically disposed of all European nations. 

In Kuwait Ibn Sa'ud was perhaps die only man unsliaken by 
the defeat. He had seen how tired the tribes and oasis-dwellers 
were of the Rasliidi rule and how gladly diey had rallied to him. 
He felt diat the time was ripe for liim to strike out for liimself. 
When he tried to convince Mubarak of his dianccs of success, the 
Sheikli, fresli from his Rashidi defeat, did not believe him. But 
possibly to get rid of diis resdess youdi he advanced liun some 
canids, some rifles with ammunition, food and two hundred gold 
pounds. With that Ibn Sa*ud was content. ‘Abd ar-Raliman to 
whom he now entrusted die care of Ms small family had no 
confidence in Ms success, nor had Ms mother.^ The story goes 
that only his favourite sister, Nura, believed in her brodier and 
in Ms great destiny. It was not difficult for Ibn Sa‘ud to get to¬ 
gether a handful of friends to join in with Mm. Invaluable to Mm 
was the co-operation of his two cousins Ibnjiluwi and Ms brother 

^ Ibn Sa'ud’s first ■wife, a beduin girl, died widiin six months of the marriage. 
He then married two women of whom the first bore him his son and heir, 
Turki, in 1900. Turki died of influenza shortly after the first World War. 
His mother bore her second son, Sa'ud, at the time when the ancestral capital 
■was 'wrested from Ibn Rashid. This son lived to succeed his &ther in November 
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Muhammad who were to become his staunchest supporters in the 
struggle that lay ahead. 

Near die end of the summer of the year 1901 Ibn Sa’ud set 
out with about forty men, including his three sub-commanders, 
heading southward, equipped in the frugal manner of those who 
ride on ghazu. His training with the Banu Murra now stood him 
in good stead. He was now just over twenty, and head and 
shoulders taller than the others. He was stronger and leaner, and 
without doubt dieir leader. The desert was before them and a 
future full of unknown possibilities. Making sharp unexpected 
attacks they spread fear among the ‘Ajman. The Rashids were 
angry but undisturbed. Too many failures of the Sa'uds had left 
no cause for enemies to fear or fiiends to have confidence in their 
leadership. The beduins had no love for the Rashids but they 
feared them. Thus it was hard for Ibn Sa‘ud and his small band to 
maintain themselves far inside enemy land and enthusiasm waned, 
for the desert Arab is not a man of great perseverance. He likes 
quick results and if booty does not come easily to hand his 
confidence sags and stealthily he slips away. 

Faced with such a situation in the oasis of Yabrin on the 
borders of the Empty Quarter, Ibn Sa'ud harangued his sup¬ 
porters and succeeded in rallying their failing spirits. But not all, 
for some of them left. He saw (hat this was now his last chance 
and decided to stake all on one last venture. Ar-Riyadh, the 
home-town of the Sa'uds, was his target! He sent out a spy and 
got news of the situation within the town. This decided his plan. 
For fifty long days he and his men, whose numbers by then had 
sunk to about 200, hid in the empty wastes so as to draw a curtain 
of silence completdy around them. It was not easy to keep his 
men under control for so long in conditions of such hardship, but 
he did. A great part of the month of Ramadhan—Mvi^im month 
of fasting —went by and they observed die Muslim practice of 
fiisting with Wahhabi vigour. But on the twentieth of die mondi, 
afto: breaking of the fiist, just after sunset, and after the perform¬ 
ance of the ritual prayer prescribed for that time of the day, Ibn 
Sa'ud gave the order to mount the camels. The days of feasting 
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at the end of Ramadhan were passed, unostentatiously near the wells 
of Abu Jifan, on the way to ar-Riyadh. When they reached the 
approaches of the Central Plateau, the Jebd Tuwaiq, they had to 
travel quickly to outpace rumour. They reached the fringe of the 
date groves that belong to the string of oases in Wadi Hanifa. 
There Ibn Sa'ud left the camels with men to guard them and on 
foot he hurried forward with forty mai specially selected for this 
most difficult part of the undertaking until they reached the 
edge of the gardens facing ar-Riyadli. Here they stopped to cut 
down a tall date palm whose trmik was carried by six men 
under the command of ‘Abdallah Jiluwi for use as a ladder to 
dimb the town wall. 

The rest of the men, with his brother Muhammad, were told to 
wait there. “If,” Ibn Sa‘ud said to them, “by tomorrow noon no 
message has come from me, hurry back to tlie others and flee 
together to Kuwait. TeU my father I am dead or prisoner of tlie 
Rashids. There is no power nor strength but from Allali the 
Exalted.” In tlius repeating to them that familiar Muslim con¬ 
fession of faith Ibn Sa'ud was not only giving voice to his anxiety 
and making a petition to the Almighty, he was also revealing his 
true self as the man who placed himsdf entirely in the hands of 
Allah. 

He and his small band then stole towards the wall. It was 
dead of night, pitdi dark and cold. Tlie young moon had set. 
It was January 1902. They heard the footsteps of the guard 
passing overhead on top of tlie wall. Then quickly putting the 
palm trunk against the where they knew it was in bad repair 
they swarmed upwards, their arms wrapped in their mantles so 
as to be less easily seen. Over the wall and down to the other 
side. Ibn Sa'ud stood on the ground of his native town. 

The Rashidi Governor, ‘Ajlan, usually passed tlie night within 
the fortress Mismak for safety’s sake. It was his practice at dawn to 
appear at the gate which was then opened to let him pass through 
to his house opposite or for a round of inspection of the town. 
Both house and fortress stood within the wall. Beside the Gov¬ 
ernor’s house Uved Juwaisir, a cowherd and former servant of the 
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Sa*u<ls. They knocked at his door and found a pretext to obtain 
admission. Once inside the people in the house recognized Ibn 
Sa'ud. “It is the master!” and all came to pay him their respects. 
He was sure of their assistance and discretion. From the flat roof of 
Juwaisir’s house they climbed on to that of the Governor’s. The 
wife of ‘Ajlan was found sleeping with her sister in a room on the 
lower floor. Both were overpowered and locked in. They knew 
that one scream would mean immediate death for them. Hours of 
waiting remained. From the women Ibn Sa’iid learned that his 
information about the Governor’s leaving the fortress was correct. 
A guard then was posted at a window on the street to keep an eye 
on the gate of the fortress through which the Governor wordd 
appear. Another was sent to fetch those who had been left behind 
in the date grove. When they had all crept in and sat on the floor 
one of them recited a portion of the Quran. They then ate a httle 
and sipped coffee for they were too excited to sleep. Before dawn 
broke they all lined up behind their young leader who acted as 
imam to lead them in prayer. Then they were ready for what they 
knew to be decisive events. 

The sound of hoofs in the street broke at last the silence of the 
tught. It was the horses for the Governor and his bodyguard 
being brought to Mismak castle. Soon they would ride out. 
Silently all in the Httle room stared at the gate. The iron-studded 
wooden doors scraped open and the Governor slowly stepped into 
the dim morning Hght. Ibn Sa'ud jumped through the window 
and leapt across the court. He had entered the area where ihe fight 
for his future and for that of his house was to begin. ‘Ajlan stood 
stfll in amazement at the sight of the tall young figure that rushed 
at him shouting a war cry. (Eyewitnesses later said it was the 
name of Nura that pierced the silence.) ‘Ajlan quickly recovered 
bis self-control. He flashed out his sword and attacked Ibn Sa'ud, 
who parried with his rifle. They then sprang at one another’s 
throats and a moment later they were locked in combat on the 
ground. Ibn Sa'ud’s men held off the Governor’s bodyguard with 
rifle-fire but the firing aroused the garrison. Soldiers began to 
appear above the door of the fortress, and to return the fire of the 
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Saudis, ‘Abdulkh ibn Jduwi -who liad followed Ibn Sa'ud at 
liis heels struck down a soldier who tried to help his commander. 

‘Ajlan succeeded in tearing himself loose from his adversary 
and made a dash back to the gate of the fortress. Ibn Sa'ud 
snatched up Ins rifle and shot him in his arm. ‘Ajlan dropped his 
sword and Ibn Sa'ud ran after him and stooping seized the 
Governor’s legs but ‘Ajlan dung to the doorpost. Then the men 
who had been standing by rushed in from all sides. The threshold 
of the gate became the scene of a confused scuffle, ‘Ajlan managed 
to puU hims elf a Uttle away from Ibn Sa’ud and to give liim a 
tremendous kick in the loins. Ibn Sa‘ud was forced to release his 
hold and the soldiers seized the opportunity to drag 'Ajlan inside 
the fortress. They tried to sliut the gate but Ibn Jhuwi and three 
of his men threw themsdves against it and kept it open. Ibn Sa‘ud 
who had recovered then pressed through the gate into the fortress. 
‘Ajlan turned to run towards the mosque on the far side of the 
inner court and Ibn Sa‘ud and Ibn Jduwi rushed after him with 
drawn swords. Ibn Jiluwi was the quicker of the two and struck 
him down on the steps of the mosque. 

Two of Ibn Sa‘ud’s men had now been killed, four were 
seriously wounded and only about thirty were left. The garrison 
ntunbered about eighty. But the attackers still had their leaders 
and what leaders they were 1 Ibn Sa’ud and his cousin ran towards 
the staircase on their way to the men’s quarters. All knew that it 
was a question of win or die. 

The garrison panicked and was soon overcome. It was sur¬ 
rounded and made prisoner. The streets of ar-Riyadh awoke to 
the summons that the fortress having surrendered to young Sa'ud 
all the males of Ibn Rashid should be seized and brought in as 
prisoners. The Rashidi posts scattered through the town did not 
put up any resistance worth mentioning. The inhabitants in¬ 
credulously stumbled forth from their houses when they saw the 
men of Ibn Sa'ud and joined them in the pursuit of the rest of 
Ibn Rashid’s men. Soon the task was completed and the citizens 
of the town could rejoice at the return of the Sa'uds. AUah 
had granted a great victory and a new and better day had begun. 
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At ar-Riyadh the mantle of his ancestors fell on the shoulders 
of Ibn Sa'ud. Yet he knew that the victory of ar-Riyadh was only 
the beginning of his struggle. Ibn Rashid would not give up 
easily and behind the Rashids stood the Turks. Around ar-Riyadh 
stretched an Arabia that had left the path of true beUef and drifted 
to error. Perhaps as early as this Ibn Sa'ud began to realize that his 
task would not be finished until he had brought his people back 
to the path on which Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab had once 
taught it to walk. And conversion would be by the sword, in the 
old Sa'udi way. 
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Although Ibn Sa'ud was back in the town of his fathers and 
again master of the seat of the once powerful Wahliabi state the 
area of liis conquest was, in comparison with die vast expanse of 
Arabia or even with Nejd itself, an infinitesimal dot. It would be 
impossible to retain what had been the reward of courage if the 
surrounding territory were not conquered as well. The first 
essential was to prevent Ibn Rashid from scaling oifthe town and 
to keep a supply line opai with the outside world through which 
food and arms could be readily obtained. If Ibn Sa'ud appreciated 
the danger of liis position this docs not appear to have been true 
of his enemy. ‘Abd al ‘Aziz ibn Rasliid, although seasoned in 
warfare, looked on Ibn Sa'ud as an impetuous youth who had 
made the mistake of setting a trap for liimsclf from which he 
would be unable to escape. Sure that time would work for him 
Ibn Rashid was in no hurry. But Ibn Sa’ud reaUzed tliat it would 
be his ruin to wait for his much stronger opponent behind the 
walls of a completely isolated desert town, even if it were a well- 
protected town. He did not neglect the defences. The wall, the 
castle and forts within and without ar-Riyadli were quickly 
repaired and provisioned. Ibn Sa'ud saw that he must himseh* 
take the field and that he could only beat his adversary in the open 
where small groups could manoeuvre quickly, make surprise 
attacks and swift withdrawals. That was how he could best defend 
his capture and gain time to strengthen and spread his power. 

He sent messengers to his father in Kuwait. ‘Ahd ar-Rahman 
was only too willmg to escape die damp heat of the coast and 
return to the dry highlands of the interior where, too, he would be 
spiritually more at ease. He left the town as unostentatiously as he 
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could and, by avoiding caravan routes, was fortunate enough to 
escape contact with the enemy and eventually reached ar-Riyadh. 
There he deemed it necessary to abdicate his rights and to transfer 
them oiEciaHy to his son in the presence of the assembled popula¬ 
tion. Ibn Sa'ud accepted the succession but never failed to give 
publicly to his father the respect that was his due. 

Years later, when Ibn Saud had conquered the Hejaz, *Abd 
ar-Rahman, then old, came to visit Mecca. The population of the 
Hejaz stiU abhorred the rough Wahhabis and dislfk-ed, although 
they feared, their Sa'udi rulers. Ibn Saud, now King, went on 
foot to meet his father who was riding a horse. He bowed low, 
knelt near the stirrup, grasped his father’s leg and placed the foot 
on his own shoulder. The father first stepped on his Icfieeling son 
and then on to the ground. The King rose to his feet, kissed his 
father respectfully, took him by the hand to the audience ball, led 
him to the royal scat and then himself went to the back of the hall 
and stood there as long as the ceremony of welcome lasted. That 
was no show-piece, no display of poHtical guile but a demonstra¬ 
tion of his true mode of life, and it made a lasting impression upon 
the Hejazi onlookers. The people of ar-Riyadh had seen the same 
thing earher when father and son met for the first time after 
ar-Riyadh had been regained. 

When he was satisfied that the town could withstand attack 


Ibn Sa'ud left ar-Riyadh with a small mobile force and struck 
south. His strength lay in the speed of liis movements. Success 
was not always with him and after their many past failures con¬ 
fidence in the Sa'udis was not easily to be won. Power was the 
only thing to convince the Nejdis. They wanted to see decisive 
victories. But for Ibn Rashid the progress of his enemy, although 
slow, was disquieting and when he saw that Ibn Sa‘ud did not 
wait in ar-Riyadh to be trapped but began to raise the standard of 


revolt among the tribes and the oasis-dweUers Ibn Rashid hurried 


to put an end to it. On approaching at>Riyadh he learnt that the 
town was well provisioned and ready to give him a warm wel¬ 


come. He had no stomach for a long-drawn-out siege, particu¬ 


larly as it was not ‘Abd ar-Rahman but his son who was the 


55 



THE WELLS OF IBN SA‘ud 

enemy. So passing tlie town he sped south in the tracks of Ibn 
Sa'ud. When the latter heard of the pursuit he at once swung 
round and after a forced night-march mounted an attack when 
Ibn Rashid expected him to be far away. Thinking that he had 
fallen on a small advance guard of beduins, Ibn Rashid straight¬ 
way rode at them. Too late he discovered that he was confronted 
by a determined, well-disciplined band under capable co mm and. 
His troops all unprepared for such opposition wavered and broke 
their raiaks. Ibn Rashid’s advance tinned into a hasty retreat and 
ended in disastrous panic. His men did not stop until they were 
well beyond ar-Riyadh. For the first time after a long series of 
defeats a Sa'ud had again beaten the forces of Ibn Rashid. 
Soudiern Nejd heard of it and took confidence in Ibn Sa‘ud. 

The Rasliids were good fighters if bad rulers and Ibn Rashid 
realized that he could not leave matters as they stood. Quick 
action was imperative if the now growing popularity of the 
Sa'uds was to be nipped in the bud. Back in his capital of Ha'il 
he reassembled liis army and moved out as if on a punitive 
expedition against Kuwait. Mubarak immediately sent to ar- 
Riyadli for help. Ibn Sa’ud responded as a fiicnd. He did not 
forget how much he owed to Mubarak and now that the latter 
was in need of help he could count on Ibn Sa'ud. He left ar- 
Riyadh at the head of a strong force and marched towards 
Kuwait. When he was far on his way Ibn Rasliid suddenly 
wheeled round and hurried towards ar-Riyadh. Much to his 
surprise he found the town alert and ready to resist. For his 
part Ibn Sa‘ud realizing that he had been fooled did not lose 
his head and hurry back but started to attack the settlements on 
the road along wliich Ibn Rashid had to return. Reports of his 
looting their villages made Ibn Rashid’s men eager to return home, 
protect their famiHes and safeguard their possessions. And then as 
always happens with desert armies when hope of booty fades and 
their own property is in danger, Ibn Rashid’s army began to melt 
away. Ibn Sa'ud took one village after the other and part of 
northern Nejd now went over to his side. Half of Nejd had 
returned to the Saudi fold. Ibn Rashid had been worsted. With 
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only a dwindled, remnant of ids army he marched back to his 
own country, the land of the Shammar tribe. There he was still 
strong and surrounded by people whose traditions were inter¬ 
woven with those of bis house. What he had lost was Nejd, to 
which its original rulers had now returned. It was to be expected 
that they would cling to the Sa‘uds so long as they were strong 
enough to give them protection and to lead them to victory, 
which meant booty, in their military expeditions. 

It could not, as yet, be said that for the Rashids the outlook 
was black for the Sa‘uds had not got back more than what was 
historically their due. But the situation was not stable. It became 
more and more evident that the old rivalry between the two 
leading powers of Central Arabia had revived and that the 
struggle would end only with the elimination of one of them. 

The struggle was between two men rather than between the 
fighting powers of their respective tribesmen. He who proved to 
be the better leader, who knew how to inspire his men with 
confidence and instil the greater fighting spirit in them would be 
victorious. Ibn Sa‘ud’s task was to outmanoeuvre his opponent. 
The Qasim —z province north of Nejd with the fertile oases of 
‘Unaiza and Buraidha—was as yet neutral ground and here was 
to be the scene of an important action. The province had once 
been attached to Ngd and the population was still favourably 
inclined towards the Sa‘uds. In 1903 Ibn Sa‘ud succeeded in 
conquering both the towns ‘Unaiza and Buraidha and having 
defeated the R.ashidi garrisons in the surrounding country took 
possession of the Qasim. 

So far everything had gone reasonably well for a man who was 
rebuilding a desert state. But now that power had inaeased his 
prestige, a new sort of opposition arose to bar his way. His 
importance began to outstep the confines of the deserts of Arabia 
and to impinge on the world outside. Turkey was the first great 
power involved, for the Rashids were nominally under Turkish 
suzerainty. The heirs to the world-power of Islam, whose rulers 
still called themselves Khalifa —^the name given to the Prophet’s 
successors as leaders of Islam, exercised effective rule as fer as 
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the borders of the Arabian Peninsula. In the iaterior the Turks 
sought to maintain, their influence through balance of power. 
Support was given to the weak so as to prevent the emergence 
within Arabia of someone really strong who might be able to 
oppose Turkey openly. 

When Ibn Sa'ud’s name began to be heard outside Arabia 
the Turks were on the alert. Would he upset their method of 
handling Arabia? If Ins power grew he might in the end become a 
near, instead of a distant, neighbour. That woifld not at all suit the 
corrupt ad minis tration that had its seat in Istanbul. He might 
become the man who would put an end to their overlordship of 
Arabia. On balance therefore it seemed better to back the Rashids, 
and so when they asked for help it was given them. The Governor 
of Baghdad was ordered to send Turkish troops as reinforcement 
for Ibn Rashid. Thus in the early spring of 1904 a fresh enemy 
appeared in the field against Ibn Sa‘ud: Turkish troops, trained in 
Western style and equipped with field guns. Though he was able 
again to beat the beduins of Ibn Rashid/on both flanks, the 
Turkish troops in the centre withstood all his attacks. Ibn Saud 
himself was wounded by their artillery fire and was only just 
able to prevent a panic flight of his men. But the enemy too had 
suffered heavily and had no thought of pursuit. 

Notwithstanding his wound Ibn Sa'ud soon had his men back 
under control. The Turks with their new weapons were in 
Western uniforms unsuited for desert use. Choosing a favourable 
moment, Ibn Sa'ud attacked again, riding himself at the head of 
his men and again calling on the name of his best-loved sister. 
This time the Turkish centre was unable to remain intact and Ibn 
Sa'ud's men broke through. The Turks reformed their ranks and 
retreated in good order but they lost their transport and their 
store of water, the bags of goats’ skins and die flat metal tanks, 
hodi carried by a train of canids, and it was a poor remnant of 
their force that eventually returned to base in Basra. 

Ibn Sa ud had beaten the Danla—^the Government-—and its 
European army. His men and even his advisers, the spiritual 
leaders of Nejd, were dated. They had never thought this 
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possible and now imagined that victory over Turkey was not far 
aJiead. Ibn Sa'ud knew better. He knew bow overwhelmingly 
superior to his own was the real strength of Turkey and that even a 
united Arabia could not beat Turkey. He did not overrate his 
powers and never lost sight of reaHty. He knew that it was ad¬ 
visable to make peace and was willing to do so on mild conditions 
while he was winning, because fresh menaces were approaching 
from the side of the Rashids. 

It was Mubarak, the ruler of Kuwait, who went to the Gov¬ 
ernor of Basra as Ibn Sa'ud’s peace emissary. The Turks agreed to 
recognize Ibn Sa‘ud as lawful ruler of Nejd, including its former 
province of Qasim, on condition that a nominal T urkish garrison 
was accepted for ‘Unaiza and Buraidha. In this way they hoped 
to save their face and Ibn Sa'ud averted the despatch of a punitive 
expedition that might have been fatal for him. But Ibn Sa'ud saw 
to it that the Qasim became very unhealthy for the Tiurkish 
soldiery. They could only move there in large groups and in 
military formation and this was soon found to be a heavy drain on 
available resources. So gradually the troops retired from Central 
Arabia never to return. Then it was that Ibn Sa'udknewhimselfto 
be the real victor. 

But there remained Ibn Rashid, Ibn Sa'ud was not disposed to 
let him rest and at last he got the occasion for which he was 
seeking. Once, when Ibn Rashid was returning from a successful 
ghazii and had camped near the village of Muhanna, Ibn Sa'ud 
swept down on him after a forced night-march. The attack took 
place at break of day, the ideal moment for desert warfare when 
men awaking from their sleep cannot distinguish friend from foe. 
‘Abd al ‘Aziz ibn Rashid himself was killed. His successor was a 
man of lesser calibre, for the Rashid dynasty had disintegrated as 
a result of jealousy, fratricide and treason. Among peoples "with 
little regard for human life and particularly with persons given to 
revenge and thirsty for power, disintegration is to be expected. 
The Sa‘uds had at times been very disunited. Fortunately for them 
they had been able to overcome this source of intemal weakness 
in time to deal with the Rashids. 
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Ibn Sa'ud was now left in peace by the Rashids. He had relaid 
the foundations of the state of his fatliers. But that state, although 
cemented by the Walihabi fiiith, had disintegrated once before. 
Would it do so again? How could tliis be prevented? These 
questions must often have been in. Ibn Sa'ud’s miird during the 
early morning hours when, after his reading of the Quran, he 
would sit and await daylight and the observance, with his then 
awakened companions, of the morning salat. Who can say how 
this man grew from a simple guerriUa leader into the strategist 
who beat die Tiuks; from a beduin chief to the ruler of a nation? 
We can best loam ftom his acts. But here a difficulty arises in the 
matter of refigion. It is virtually impossible for a Westerner, and 
particularly for a Christian Westerner, to enter fully into the 
significance of Islam. This is a barrier to a complete understanding 
of the course that Ibn Sa'ud pursued. In current jargon it could be 
called a Muslim Curtain. 

What struck me when I met Ibn Sa'ud and his Wahhabis in 
jedda was die conspicuous spiritual force belmd them. Not lust 
for power but obedience to divine command seemed to be their 
driving force. Where did this come from? When had it started? 
Was Ibn Sa'ud die master-psychologist who foresaw what could 
be done with unruly beduins when religious bcHcf was added to 
their natural inclination to th.Q ghazu? Was he a Wahhabi merely 
because he had proved faith to be the only way to weld into a 
durable fighting force undisciplined beduin, whom normally only 
quick success kept imited? Was he, in short, a Wahhabi by 
materialist calculation rather than by rchgious conviction? I did 
not beheve it. Yet I think both factors were there and both were 
strong. I had several opportunities to observe them in mutual 
competition. His strong convictions as a believer impressed me 
more than his qualifications as a worldly ruler, or as a man who 
loved power. It is rare to find in such a man a rock foundation of 
faith as the guiding principle in life. It is rare too that he shows 
it to the outside world and opotily confesses it to be the back¬ 
ground of all his political activity. The faith of the Wahhabis 
of those days was not superficial. It had sunk deep into their 
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hearts. It was always the opening and the concluding theme of 
their talk with foreigners or non-Wahhabi Muslims. 


When had this creed become suchareahtyinibii Sa'ud’s life and 


when had his followers begun to see in him their Itmml I came to 


the conclusion that his fether and his Wahliabi teachers had 


prepared the ground. Contact with Sheikh Mubarak of Kuwait, 
his tutor in international diplomacy, doubtless taught him an 
outlook on hfe difierent from that of a simple beHever. But having 
left the coast and its materialism and gone back to his own country 
he returned to the teaching of his youth. In the unruly desert he 
soon perceived that his strength would he in his own steadfast 
adherence to an austere creed and in imposing it on his followers. 
Such a creed would discipline his own life in the first place and 
put an iron girdle round the fighting body that followed him. 

Later on I was to see for mysdf what the strict observance of 
Allah’s command in desert entailed. Travelling with a small 
group of Wahhabi beduins on the high Nejd plateau in winter, 
I often woke up in moming-dark to a loud call to prayer. It was 
not easy to rouse all the sleepers, but eventually all were on their 
feet and sleepily and crossly starting the ritual washing of hands, 
fore-arms, faces, genitals and feet. The water-bags had been 
covered up to prevent their fireezing. Then shivering from this 
chilly contact they lined up behind their imam, who led them in 
prayer. From under my own warm sheepskin I could not help 
looking at the straggling line that stood unhasting, only half 
dried, in the cruel night-breeze of die desert highlands. W^hen, 
after what seemed to me a very long time, one after another 
dropped away to sit round the rekindled camp fire with its 
promise of coffee to come, the leader would still be ui his place 
kneeliag and prostrating himself in a voluntary eictension of the 
ritual. This is how it -was with Ibn Sa'ud, when as the leader of a 


small group he went off into the desert to conquer a town. They 
grew accustomed to obeying him because five times a day he was 
their leader in prayer and he who obeyed God had no difficulty in 
exacting obedience to himself. In the past Wahhabism had proved 
itself a weapon ideally suited to desert conditions. It might prove 
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SO again. It was Ibn Sa‘ud’s vision that led him to use die impetus 
of Wahhabism to settle his nomad followers on the land and to 
create in those sctdements the material on which his future state 
was to be built. 

No reference to the resurgence of the state of his fathers, even 
the briefest, would be complete without this indication of the 
spiritual foundation on which Ibn Sa'ud built. In this he foEowed 
the example of the great Saud, who put his sword and his all at 
the disposal not of a poUtical movement but of a religious 
reformer. It seems that only in diis way, even in the Arabia of our 
era, is state-building beyond tribal Emits possible. The fomider of 
Islam, Muliammad, set the first example. He preached a political 
rehgion, he bdlt a state of believers. Loyalty to the tribe he 
replaced by Islam —submission to AEah and to His messenger. In 
this way the watertight compartments of tribal divisions in 
Arabia were broken down. Loyalty to AEah and therefore to 
His messenger was to supplant that to family and tribe. The 
Prophet Muhammad set in modon forces that potentiaEy already 
existed in Arabia. Thanks to him they got their chance first to 
change Arabia and then the whole of the surrounding world. 
Islam became a hving force. This miracle had been repeated, on a 
much smaEer scale, by two men, one witli the nature of a divine 
messenger, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al Wahliab, and the other a 
temporal leader, the great Sa‘ud. 

Ibn Sa‘ud at least knew the history of liis own house and, 
having no Muhaimnad ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab at his side, he 
realized that he must himself find his path and himself seek divine 
guidance for the task ahead of him. 

The core of his foEowers consisted of men who above aE saw 
in him their Imam—their spiritual as weE as temporal leader. His 
counseEors and men of confidence were descendants or disciples 
of the original SheEch of Wahhabism, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al 
Wahhab. They saw that they too could become great with this 
Sa‘«d. They ofiered him whole-hearted support but they were 
fanatic and narrow-minded. Only a born leader Eke Ibn Sa‘ud 
would be able to make use of them without being used by them. 
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He, as the head of his house, stood above them in the hierarchy, 
but after the royal house they formed the highest class in the 
Wahhabi state. They were the ‘ulama —the learned in theology— 
the advisers but at the same time the censors of the Amir. Reli¬ 
gious instruction given to youth was in their hands. From among 
them came the mutawwas —^the missionaries of Wahhabism— 
whose task it was to teach the tribes the true doctrine, laying upon 
them Allah’s laws, and at the same time fortifying the ascendency 
of Ibn Sa'ud. And this they did with full conviction believing 
that he would lead the people into their conception of the way of 
Allah. As advisers they had little to offer Ibn Sa'ud for his con¬ 
tacts outside Ncjd. As censors of his acts, especially of his method 
of governing, they were as obstacles to be overcome withpatience, 
tact, argument or, on decisive points of policy, with firm deter¬ 
mination. But as pillars of support for his authority in the interior 
and as builders of a unity above rivalries, blood feuds and tribal 
jealousies he could not have had better helpers. 

But this support that made of his state a theocracy of which he 
was the Imam, was not sufficient for him. He wanted more. He 
knew from repeated experience that the beduin, the nomad, was 
a restless, and for that reason an unreliable, element. If they were 
to continue wandering with their herds it would not be possible 
to wean them from their native sport, that of the warfare of the 
ghazu. And then the land would always be full of unrest, msecurity 
and poverty. As the preaching of the mutawwas seemed to be 
unable to change this, Ibn Sa‘ud decided to try bending the 
age-old laws of the desert to his wiU. He wanted the wandering 
beduins to settle on fertile plots near wells. From being herdsmen 
they would become agriculturalists, from free lords of the 
desert, poor and often lazy but proud of their independence, they 
would become tillers of the soil, a people living in mud huts 
instead of the buyut~asl>-shar—homes of goats’ hair. And so in 
their new life they would be men of a kind they had formerly 
always held in contempt. 

Ibn Sa‘ud succeeded in doing what no desert ruler before him 
had done. He approached the problem from a religious angle. He 
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founded colonies of Ikhwan —^Brothers in faith—the faith preached 
by Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab, through which they became 
new men, ready to undertake new tasks. Mutawwas were used as 
instruments to enforce this poHcy and the fanaticism bred by 
Wahhabism served not only to rnake good soldiers but also to 
change nomads into settled people. 

Ibn Sa'ud showed great personal interest in the Ikhwan settle¬ 
ments. He appointed supervisors to instruct the nomads, to teach 
them how to lay out fields and how to dig trenches for irrigation. 
Mosques were built with money provided by the Amir, for that is 
what Ibn Sa'ud was now stylei The prayers, that had to be 
performed five times a day, united aU the men in the mosques and 
so kept them well under the control and spiritual disciphne of the 
mutawwas. This new way of life, the task of making tlic soil 
fertile, of producing food in time of peace, and fighting for Allah 
when their Iman, the Amir , called to them, became part of their 
creed. All the stress was on devotional obedience and it was 
imposed on them with all the harshness of rehgious fanaticism. 
Youth too came under the control of the mutawwas. In order 
to worship Allah in accordance with His wiU, young people had 
to master classical Arabic, the language of the Quran. This in 
turn opened up new possibihtics: if nomads could be turned into 
tillers of the soil could not tillers then be made Hterate, and by 
study acquire deeper understanding of thek unquestioned faith? 

I remember at Christmas 1944 being a guest in the extensive 
dar adh-dhiafa—house of hospitality—in ar-jRiyadh. How very 
depressed I felt! The royal servant in charge of me seemed to 
understand, though he possibly attributed my condition to the 
chUl of a draughty, unheated, mud building in winter. He cannot 
have known that on Christmas Eve a man from far away Holland 
could hardly feel happy in the capital of the Wahhabis. 

“Why don’t you go and see the other effranji}** 

“Another effianjil Is there another effranji here?” 

I sprang to my feet and followed the servant who had shown 
such human understanding. He took me to a room, far away in 
another part of that great building, and there he was, the other 
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foreigner, an Englishman who was nearly as happy as I was when 
we met so unexpectedly. He was better off thm I. He had a 
brazier in his room piled with red glowing charcoal. He was not 
alone. Sitting with him round the braaer were his beduin guide 
with his young son. They had been busy making out the account 
of the long trip they had made together. The boy had learned to 
read and write &om the mutawwa who had been sent to his tribe. 
And how proud he was to show off his prowess. At his fether’s 
dictation he noted down the different items of expenditure and 
then added it up. Having done that and satisfied the effranji, 
the father decided, after consulting his son, that he would send a 
letter to his wife, probably the boy’s mother, who was with the 
tribe far away. While I was speaking EngUsh with the Nasrani 
—^the Christian—^the two went quietly on with their work. And 
difficult work it was for them too. Ihe letter was probably the 
first they had ever composed. Every sentence was much dis¬ 
cussed and changed, often on the advice of the boy, who was the 
only one who had any idea of expressing thoughts in writing. 
The simple scene was infinitely touching, an unforgettable 
revelation of a relationship between a beduin father and his son 
and a recollection to treasure of the good side of Wahhabism in its 
heyday. 

Ibn Sa'ud was careful to mix the tribes in his Ikhwan colonies 
so as to keep the settlements united in the Wahhabi creed and to 
exclude any disruptive tribal coteries. The Ikhwan looked upon 
themselves as an dUte and soon they acquired a fame that sur¬ 
passed the fame of the individual tribes of which their poets sang. 
Theirs was a divine mission. They had no problems. Allah’s will 
and His way lay dear before them. The tribal strife was thus 
counteracted at its roots and raiding between tribes whose 
members lived and worked together in Ikhwan colonies gradually 
became inconceivable. This was a positive result of the Ikhwan 
colonies and has up to now proved a lasting one. The Ikhwan 
were allowed to ^tinguish themsdves by wearing a twisted 
strip of white material round the head-doth instead of the 
twisted black wool iqal worn by other Arabs. 
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There were many who were misled, by the early successes of 
Ibn Sa'ud’s settlements of beduins to conclude that the experi¬ 
ment would be an enduring success. Some, writing at the time of 
Ibn Sa'ud’s victorious advance in Western Arabia, went so far as 
to declare that by his settling of the nomads Ibn Sa‘ud was entitled 
to rank as the greatest Arab after the Prophet himself. But their 
conclusions were premature. Artawiyya, the settlement largely of 
Harb beduins under their Sheikh Sa‘ud ibn Mutib, raised great 
expectations. This first settlement of the Ikhwan had been started 
in about 1912. It rapidly grew to the dimensions of an Arabian 
town of more than 10,000 souls. The tribe of Mutair, fired by the 
example of the Harb, was brought into the Ikhwan movement. 
They too took to agricultural settlements under their Sheikh 
Faisd ad-Dawwish, after he had surrendered to Ibn Sa‘ud and 
made peace with him. Ibn Sa'ud knew of the qualities of this 
former rival, and by giving him his confidence he bound him to 
the new order, making him governor of Artawiyya, through 
which appointment he also commanded the spearhead of the 
Wahhabi host. The second Ikhwan colony in fame and in success 
was Ghutghut under its leader, Sultan ibn Bijad. It, too, soon 
became a small town of more than 10,000 souls. 

When the Ikhwan movement had reached its peak there were 
about two hundred settlements of the dimensions of villages. 
They could put 25,000 soldiers in the field although normally not 
more than 5,000 were called upon to take part in a miHtary action. 
The great drive towards the Hejaz probably made the greatest 
call on ikem and raised them to their highest peak of military 
glory, but when that action was over Ibn Sa'ud had little use for 
them in the Holy Land of Islam and gradually sent them back to 
their settlements. There, a general feeling of fh^tration grew up 
among them for they could not understand why the propagation 
of the true feith had suddenly to be halted. Should a divine 
command stop at a frontier line? 

This, together with a number of political misunderstandings 
with adjacent territories, led to the rebellion of i929-30whichwas 
headed by Faisal ad-Dawwish and Sultan ibn Bijad, leaders of 
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the two greatest Ikhwan colonies. They and their Ikhwan fought 
with their habitual courage and Ibn Saud had great difficulty in 
defeating them. "When finally the apparently mortally wounded 
Faisal ad-Dawwish was made prisoner and brought on a Utter 
into the presence of his King (this happened in the spr ing of 1929) 
Ibn Sa'ud forgave him. Then, against all expectations, Faisal ad- 
Dawwish did not die and as soon as he had recovered his strength 
he was out in the field again. But his son was killed in battle and 
he himself fled for refuge to Iraq with King Faisal. Ibn Sa'ud then 
turned against the other leader, Sultan ibn Bijad, who was 
defeated and thrown into prison at ar-Riyadh, which usually 
meant a slow death. His town of Ghut-ghut, the second Ikhwan 
colony in repute, was razed to the ground. 

After poUtical discussions with the Iraqi and the British 
authorities and on Ibn Sa'ud’s undertaking not to kill Faisal ad- 
Dawwish the latter was extradited. He was sent to the same prison 
ar-Riyadh as his colleague of the Ghut-ghut. Both died some 
years kter, Ibn Bijad in prison and Faisal ad-Dawwish in his 
tent among his tribe, where his wives on their urgent request had 
been allowed to bring their dying husband. 

When the two leaders of the Ikhwan had been beaten and a 
great many of their men killed in the fighting, the Ikhwan were 
disbanded. The other rebel leaders gave up and were forgiven. The 
two great origmal settlements, Artawiyya and Ghut-ghut, 
ceased to exist, the latter having been demolished and the former 
abandoned by its inhabitants. 

This was the tragic end of a heroic movement. After the 
rebelUon, in 1930, the internal pacification of Saudi Arabia 
was completed. Never again had Ibn Sa‘ud t6 take the field 
against rcbelUous tribes and their classical sport, the ghazu, 
did not revive. The instrument he had created to fight his wars 
had proved its excellence but outUved its purpose. When there 
task was completed the Ikhwan were left without an aim and the 
King was forced to wipe out the force that served him best. 

In Jedda I was a distant observer of the struggle between Ibn 
Sa‘ud and his rebeUious and once most ffiithful, striking force. 
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When first I met Ikhwan they were bedecked with the glory of 
their heroism and the fanaticism of their sectarian beUcf. When 
their proud looks met mine I felt their dislike, not to say contempt, 
of the Nasrani. The local population was worse off, they were not 
only despised for their laxity as Muslims but were, with harsh 
command and stick, taught a stricter religious behaviour. So long 
as there were Ikhwan the local population would hate Wahhabism 
and fear its warriors. In those days we all listened to the stories of 
their heroism and cruelty. 

When in Jedda in 1925 the besieged King ‘Ah brought in from 
overseas aeroplanes and armoured cars and former German and 
White Russian officers to man them, sorties against the Ikhwan 
were tried. Hie armoured cars were attacked barehanded by these 
mad fanatics and in the end were stopped by their mangled bodies. 
Then the crews were dragged out and cut to pieces. The aero¬ 
planes were better off when they bombed the Wahhabi lines and 
posts. But if they were brought down their end was the same. 

The Ikhwan movement demonstrated the extreme to which 
Wahhabism could lead. If rehgion is used to encourage self- 
righteousness and feeling of superiority in primitive souls and if 
it then teaches the duty of holy war, the result is heroism, cruelty, 
narrowing of the mind and atrophy of what is humane and what 
is of true value, in a man and in a people. It was a means to an end. 
In the hands of a great man it could be used to accomplish what 
was good but when the purpose it served was no longer good, it 
had to be destroyed. We who have lived in the days of totalitar¬ 
ianism might have recognized its traits in the inhuman faces of 
many of the Ikhwan. I think without sympathy of what they did 
because I dislike what they were. 
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First Contacts with Great Britain 


The next stage in the annals of the Wahhabi state was its 
increased contact with the outside world. This first of all meant 
with Turkey. Turkey, nominally the seat of the Khalifete, and 
really the heir of the temporal power of the great days of Islam, 
had for centuries been part of Arabia’s history, and therefore 
could scarcely be considered as the outside world. Now a new 
influence, that of a power which was not Muslim, or even orient¬ 
al, slowly came to bear on Ibn Sa*ud. Great Britain had long been 
on the threshold of Arabia but had hitherto refrained from 
penetrating into the interior. However, world pohtics intervened. 
Arabia lay m England’s path as it would He in the path of any 
great power if a war of global dimensions were fought. Ibn Sa‘ud 
therefore, and the other leading rulers of the Peninsula, must 
decide for or against England in any struggle over control of the 
lines of communication which passed through Arabia, and sucH 
control would be a decisive element in winning a war. In the 
first World War the Grand Sherif of Mecca was won over to 
the British side thanks to the efibrts of Sir Henry MacMahon and 
the Arab Bureau in Cairo using Lawrence in western Arabia. In 
eastern Arabia contact with Ibn Sa'ud was left to the Govern¬ 
ment of India, since it was the Government of India that then 
administered the British protected territories in the Persian Gulf. 
With Ibn Sa'ud negotiations took longer and their success was 
incomplete. In the far off south-west of the Arabian Peninsula 
was one more Arab ruler of importance, the stubborn Imam 
YaHya of the Yemen. He was not willing to desert his Sovereign 
Lord, the Sultan of Istanbul, when the Turks were in the straits 
of a world war. All through the first World War the Yemen 
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remained a dangerous advance post of the enemy, especially for 
the British in Aden. The Imam’s forces descended on and took 
Lahej and got as far as Sheikh Othman on the very outskirts of 
Aden. Their presence was a constant menace to Aden but they 
played no part in the great campaign waged in the north of the 
Arabian Peninsula. 

The turn of the wheel in the history of Central Arabia can 
conveniently be presented in the persons of two Arab rulers with 
two British envoys: the Shcrif Husain and Ibn Sa‘ud and, re¬ 
spectively attached to them, Lawrence and Philby. The Grand 
Sherif Husain ibn AH of Mecca had openly revolted against the 
Turks in the Hejaz and joined the Alhed war effort, lured by the 
promises made to him by the British. Ibn Sa'ud, being when war 
broke out already an independent ruler, was far more reluctant 
to take sides. He could not be won over by promises to take a 
direct part in the war. He pursued his own Hne of fighting his own 
private wars and only helped England in so far as it coincided with 
his own plans. 

■When in 1914 war first broke out there was no question then of 
taking sides, for Turkey had not entered the war. But it soon 
became evident that she was only awaiting her chance to Join 
Germany and when, after some mouths of hesitation, she took 
the plunge, England was forced to take into account the Arabian 
scene and it fell to the Arab rulers to make up their minds. 
Already in October 1914 Captain Shakespear, the British Agent 
in Kuwait, had been instructed to approach Ibn Sa'ud with 
proposals of official British recognition of his independent rule of 
Nejd and Al Hasa and of protection against possible Turkish 
attacks, provided he sided with England and her AlHes. 

Genei^ Townsend had landed an army at Fao at the head of the 
Persian Gulf in the beginning of the winter 1914. He had at first 
been successful in driving the unprepared Turkish troops before 
him, taking Basra and making headway towards Baghdad, but 
then Turkish resistance stifiened. German-trained officers and 
reinforcements up-to-date appeared in the field. General Town¬ 
send was halted and he had to dig himself in near the village of 
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Kut. His situation was serious, not to say precarious. Pnglam^ 
made an urgent appeal to Ibn Sa'ud but the Nejdi was not to be 
won over. Ibn Sa‘ud knew that a man in distress will give any 
promise in order to get help, and once the danger is past tends to 
forget his obligations. His own critical position demanded all his 
attention, for never had his enemies been so strong as they were 
now with Turho-German support. So he was again on the move 
against Ibn Rashid when Captain Shakespear put in his appear¬ 
ance. Ibn Sa'ud welcomed him in his camp. He asked of England 
only official recognition and her guarantee of his independence 
and bound himself not to deal with other powers without first 
informing the British. The money and the arms he urgently 
needed for his fight against Ibn Rashid were given him, as it was 
known that Ibn Rashid had identified himself with the T urkish 


cause and had imdertaken to keep Ibn Sa'ud away firom the flank 
of the T urkis h army. 

On January 24, 1915, Ibn Sa‘ud went to meet the Rashidi 
enemy and Captain Shakespear asked his permission to witness 
this desert battle in beduin style. Beduins on foot were in the 
centre, and on the flanks mounted men drawn out in long thin 
lines: that was the accepted formation for batde in the open 
desert. It was the task of the cavalry of both armies to charge and 
gallop through each other’s fines, then turn back to attack 
again. The fight lasted for hours and in the end the Nejdi cavalry 
were driven back while their infcntry pressed forward. When 
the mounted men of the ‘Ajman saw their hope of booty vanishing 
they turned round and started to loot the camp and train of Ibn 
Sa'ud. The flank of the mounted men now wavered and although 
Ibn Sa'ud himself rushed to them he was unable to rally them and 
they took flight. According to Philby, it was not dear which of the 
parties was victorious. He says that the "Wahhabi infmtry on one 
wing had the better of things while the Shammar cavalry of Ibn 
Rashid carried the day on the other. Each of the contending 


forces daimed victory that day, Armstrong however gives the 
impression that the "Wahhabis suffered defeat but that the Ikhwatt, 
tal^g part for the first time in a fight as an organized military 
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body, held their position to the end and that, together with them, 
Ibn Sa'ud was able to disengage and withdraw from the battle¬ 
field. With these faitlifid warriors he returned to ar-Riyadh. 
HBs unorganized bcduin troops had melted down to a small 
remnant. The treacherous ‘Ajmanis had again given proof of 
their faithlessness. 

Captain Shakespear had witnessed a genuine beduin battle. But, 
alas, it was his last, for, while he was with the field guns directing 
their fire, conspicuous because he was in British uniform, as he 
always had refosed to dress like an Arab, he was killed. How 
exaedy it happened is not known. Armstrong suggests that he 
was unprepared for this style of fighting—quick attack followed 
by stih quicker flight, and where the tactics were generally far 
different from those of Western wars. In the desert one has to be 
sparing in human blood. Speed, surprise, deftness are of more 
importance than making a gallant stand. When the British 
ofiicer was beckoned to come and flee quickly he stuck to his 
place and paid for it with death. The engagement may have ended 
in defeat for Ibn Sa'ud but his Rashidi adversary had earned his 
victory so dearly that he could not think of pursmt. 

It was December 1915 before the British authorities were ready 
to resume the talks inaugurated by Captain Shakespear. Sir Percy 
Cox, Chief Political Ofiicer of the Expeditionary Force in Iraq, 
then met Ibn Sa‘ud at Qatif, a small village on the coast of the 
Persian Gulf in the province of Al Hasa and there a treaty was 
signed by both parties. In addition to the already accorded 
recognition, Ibn Sa'ud was to receive a monthly subsidy of 
^5,000. By the time this meeting took place England had 
already given him a thousand rifles and a total sum of £20,000. 
His immediate attention was now again directed to the con¬ 
solidation of his position, since his adversaries were stronger than 
ever through Turkish support. He first wanted to punish die tribe 
of ‘Ajman for their treachery which had led to his defeat at the 
hands of the Rashidis. So he now entered on a long campaign 
that brought him serious setbacks. The ‘Ajman, although un¬ 
trustworthy to outsiders, were strong and faithful among 

72 



FIRST CONTACTS WITH GREAT BRITAIN 

themselves. Then again he suffered treason, this time from 
Mubarak, Sheikh of Kuwait, who in response to a request for 
help had sent his son Salim with a small force of Kuwaitis. 

In one of the engagements with the Rashidi, a brother of Ibn 
Sa'ud was killed and he himself was hit by a bullet but escaped 
with some brmsed ribs. Later Ibn Sa‘ud fell mto an ambnsb and, 
being wounded in the thigh, was carried out of the fi ght by his 
bodyguard. This was the signal for Sahm to desert him and go 
over to the ‘Ajman. So with many adversities the fight dragged 
on but in the end the ‘Ajmani were not able to withstand the un¬ 
remitting pressure of Ibn Sa'ud. Gradually he advanced into their 
territory and did not rest until the fleeing remnant of the ‘Ajman 
tribe had finally left Al Hasa and sought refuge in Kuwait. That 
was in September 1915. The years 1916 and 1917 saw much 
fighting and it was not until near the end of 1917 that Ibn Sa'ud 
could feel he had the whole of Central Arabia well under control. 

In the meantime what had become of that other ally of the 
British, the Grand Sherif of Mecca, whom England was to have 
rewarded for his revolt against the Turks with the kingship of 
the Holy Land of Islam and with what else? Those mysterious 
promises about which Sir Percy Cox and other British ofl&daJs 
were so silent, what were they? It was a matter of first impor¬ 
tance to Ibn Sa'ud that he should know them. At his request. Sir 
Percy once more came to meet him. This was in November 1916 
and the meeting took place at ‘Ojair, another small village on 
the coast of the Persian Gulf. To his questions about the promises 
given to the now King Husain of Mecca, Ibn Sa'ud did not get 
a straight-forward answer. According to Philby, Sir Percy did 
not mention that the Grand Sherif presumed that his kingship 
included rule over all the Arabs. 

Although Ibn Sa’ud did not know the facts, King Husain made 
it quite dear to him that he felt strong through British support. 
Ibn Sa'ud was also aware of a change in attitude towards him of 
the British authorities. Philby q[uotes in several places Ibn Sa'ud’s 
disappointment at the lack of England’s understanding and 
appreciation of his efforts to avoid a collision with his new and 
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potentially dangerous rival, the Grand Sherif, who had become a 
king. Ibn Sa'ud felt that he was no longer important and that 
Husain and his sons were. Although Ibn Sa'ud did not know 
the true extent of the promises given to Husain, his statesman’s 
insight warned liim of an imminent, if not clearly visible, danger. 

Ihe war against the Turks in Mesopotamia had gone better 
and when on nth March 1917 British troops occupied Baghdad 
there was no longer reason for fear in that part of the Arabian 
war theatre. From then on full attention could be given to what 
was happening in the Hgaz, where, towards the end of 1916, 
Lawrence had reappeared from Cairo, bringing with him much 
money, war material and liis own driving force. He soon suc¬ 
ceeded in raising fallen spirits and in getting the Sheriflan forces 
on the move. Northward they went, starting from the small 
Red Sea port of Rabigh on January 3rd, 1917, marching through 
the coastd desert and the foothills, blowing up the Hcjaz Railway 
and practically cutting off the garrison in Medina from its base in 
Palestine. The march ended for the time being in ‘Aqaba in 
August 1917. 

Ibn Sa'ud had thus lost much of his importance in the eyes of 
Britain as compared with King Husain and his sons. The Turks, 
however, were not yet beaten in Arabia. Ibn Rashid stood firmly 
at their side and if he could give them support by attacking the 
Hashimite forces on their east flank, this might be a welcome 
relief for the Turks. So the British continued to press Ibn Sa'ud 
into action against his Central Arabian enemy. Several officials 
were sent to coax him into greater warlike activity, and to direct 
his thoughts towards the Rashids and away from the Hashimis. 
Sir Percy Cox kept in contact. Ronald Storrs set out from the 
Arab Bureau in Cairo to see him but faded to complete the 
journey. However, Colonel Hamilton (later Lord Belhaveu), 
the Political Agent of Kuwait, succeeded in having discussions 
with him. But whatever the reason, whether the men concerned 
were unfamiliar to Ibn Sa‘ud, or were restricted in the material 
help they were authorized to give, or hampered by the commit¬ 
ments already made to the Sherif of Mecca, Britifli-Sa'udi 
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contacts in those days were a disappointment for both parties 
until the man appeared who was to play such a leading part on the 
Arabian scene for many years to come. 

It was the arrival of Philby atIbn Saud’s side that enabled the 
Nejdi to foEow more closdy the trends of British policy. Ibn 
Sa'ud now no longer had to depend upon rare meetings for short 
pohtical discussions with British representatives. From the end of 
November 1917 Pliilby was permanently with him and P hilb y 
appears to have been a man for whom he soon felt a liking. 
Philby, for his part, reciprocated that liking. Philby had a quick 
mind and learnt the Arabic of the Nejd and soon they could talk 
together confidently. Thus their friendship ripened, and Philby 
had discovered his hero. So began a hero-worship which was to 
last a lifetime. 

In the West Arabian theatre of war another Englishman, 
Lawrence, had two years earMer undergone a parallel psycho¬ 
logical change. He had been sent to the Grand Sherif Husain and 
there in his sympathy for the Arab cause he was much attracted 
to one of the Sherif’s sons, Amir Faisal, in whom he saw a future 
leader. With Lawrence, as opposed to Philby, it was not a case of 
hero-worship but being of a romantic disposition and of a 
literary turn of mind Lawrence may have seen an epic in the 
Arab movement with himself in a leading role. 

Two exceptional Englishmen had thus discovered in the Arabs 
a great personal opportunity and both played an important part in 
contemporary Arabian history. Lawrence had the more dominat¬ 
ing part because he led his Arab fiiends to kingly thrones. Philby, 
on foe other hand, was adviser to one who was already a ruler. 
He sacrificed himself, although doubtless without regarding it as 
a sacrifice, to Ibn Sa'ud and was content (with foe compensations 
that his own fame brought him) to serve feithfuUy and devotedly 
and to bask in foe reflected glory of Ibn Sa'ud’s throne. 

As an insurance against possible encroachments from foe West, 
Ibn Sa'ud sent his mutawwas among the ‘Utaiba, whose land lay 
between Nejd and the Hejaz. Their word was so well received 
by foe inhabitants of foe hamlet Khurma, who had a dispute with 
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Husain, that the Hashimite governor was driven away and the 
people placed themselves under the protection of Ibn Sa'ud. King 
Husain sent a military force mider liis second son, Amir ‘Abdallah, 
to teach the town a lesson. The inhabitants defended themselves 
resolutely and, when Ibn Sa'ud’s hurriedly despatdied troops 
arrived, the Sheridan army was defeated. Only a small remnant 
fled to Mecca, where the Amir and his stafi" received an angry 
reception from liis father. The battle of Turaba near Khurma 
was added to the Hst of victories of Ibn Sa‘ud and at die festive 
gatherings of the Wahhabis at which I, later, was often present, 
the songs recited by the Nejdi poets never failed to mention the 
resounchng name of Turaba. The annihilation of ‘Abdallah’s 
army which rounded off a scries of minor battles for the possession 
of the small but strategically important oasis of Kliurma, was the 
first step towards the conquest of the Hejaz six years later. His 
Ikhtvan would have Hked to follow up their success but England 
held Ibn Sa‘ud back and PHlby advised Imn to steer clear of 
overt action against Husain, who so clearly enjoyed British 
support. 

Ibn Sa'ud had to be patient and well understood that he must 
bide his time, but his Wahhabi followers felt no such restraint. 
They had been reared in the simple fanaticism of the puritan. 
If he was to remain their Imam he must lead them in the fight 
against heresy and loose Hving. And where was Islam openly more 
offended than in those very places that ought to be the holiest 
and best? Was it not the Holy Cities themselves that their fore¬ 
fathers, in obedience to the will of Allali,hadoncebeforepurified? 

Ibn Sa'ud saw that his most difficult and immediate task was to 
keep his fighters under control. They did not understand reason¬ 
ing. They wanted action. So Ibn Sa'ud planned a diversion where 
no Great Britain would block his way. First let Central Arabia be 
cleansed. Ha'il was stiU in the hands of its Rashidi Amir and so a 
permanent menace just to the north of Nejd. In that direction 
they must march first. 

The attack that was launched failed although some booty was 
taken fi:om the herdsmen around the town. Ha'il had been 
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warned in time and had shut its gates. Beduins never were 
tenacious besiegers but the booty gained was some consoktion 
and Ibn Sa'ud had gained time. 

The Spanish influenza that spread across the world at the end 
of the first World War claimed its victims in Nejd. In. the palace in 
ar-Riyadh the Crown Prince Turki died and Ibn Saud’s most 
beloved wife, Jauhara—Jewel. These two deaths, the one shortly 
after the other, were perhaps the heaviest personal loss Ibn Sa'ud 
suffered during his life. Nobody knows just how much he 
suffered. Ameen Rihani, the Lebanese author who as an Arab 
and a writer could probably see deeper than most into the heart 
of Ibn Sa'ud, saidhowimpressed he was at the depth of Ibn Sa'ud’s 
sorrow on the loss of the son who had been his pride and hope. 

About women Arabs speak very often but never about their 
wives. Jauhara, and Nura his sister, may have been the two 
women who were closest to him. We shall never know what 
Jauhara meant to Ibn Sa'ud but many years after her death he said 
to a firiend of mine who had then recently lost his wife and was 
deep in sorrow: “Don’t mourn too long. No woman is worth too 
much lamentation. There are many attractive women left.” 
These words reflected the general valuation of women by him 
and they are typical of male Arab talk about women. It is only 
the Arab poets who seem to speak of true love. 

From the solitude of moiuming Ibn Sa'ud returned to a life of 
action. There was no rest for him so long as Ha'il was uncon¬ 
quered. In a second attack on this fortress of the Rashids he 
succeeded in bringing up his Ikhwan, followed by the main body 
of his fighting force, with unexpected speed firom the desert. The 
Shammar were beaten in the fidd and again Ha'il closed its gates, 
but the town was taken after a short siege. And so, after long, long 
years a Sa'ud was again ruler of Ha'il. The people of ar-Riyadh 
preceded by his old father ‘Abd ar-Rahman went out to meet the 
victor. The surviving Rashids were brought as prisoners to ar- 
Riyadh where Ibn Sa’ud gave them houses and slaves. He took 
the leader’s widow and made her his wife. The children were 
adopted as his own. 
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This was the moment for him to change his style and at a 
solemn gathering in ar-Riyadh, presided over by his father, he 
assumed the title of Sultan of Nejd and its dependencies. Up 
to then he lud been called Amir or Imam when he led his men in 
prayer or when religious matters were discussed. The beduin, and 
especially the Ikhwan, spoke of him as ash-Shuyukh —the plural of 
ash-Sheikh —^and so they gave expression to their high esteem for 
the man who was a culmination of sheikhly virtues. But when 
they expressed to Ibn Sa'ud their complaints or wishes they 
addressed him in their democratic way: Ya ‘Abd al ‘Aziz \— 
Oh ‘Abd al ‘Aziz! 

During the political struggle the work of the mutawwas had 
gone on. Ibn Sa'ud was now undisturbed Sultan of a great state 
in the middle of Arabia but in that state he still regarded himself 
as Imam, leader of a community of believers in the way of Allah. 
Meanwhile England in those years of die first World War had 
penetrated into inner Arabia. It had been a penetration of a 
much subtler kind than that usually brought about by a war, 
a penetration by persuasion furthered by two men who were 
guided by sympathy and personal feelings rather than by diplo¬ 
macy. Their influence was beginning to show results. Philby 
was growing in importance at the side of Ibn Sa'ud and they 
were both coming up against the expanding Hashimite edifice 
with Lawrence as its architect that had by then won British 
confidence. Lawrence had had the earlier dianccs and political 
success and his ideas were well established when Philby with his 
hero appeared on the scene claiming that the future of Arabia 
would only be safe if placed in Sa'udi hands. 

We left Lawrence and the Sherifian forces at ‘Aqaba. Although 
they did not succeed in forcing the Tiurks to surrender Medina, 
these forces repeatedly blew up the new Hejaz railway that 
connected the town with what was later Transjordan and 
Palestine and thus immobilized the Turkish forces in Ae country. 
These modernised ghazus pleased the Hejazi beduitis immensely 
and Lawrence became popular with them. When General 
Allenby embarked on his Palestine campaign Lawrence and Amir 
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Faisal gave him valuable support by covering his flank against 
Turkish attacks and by harassing the retiring Turkish regiments. 
The indefatigable band of desert fighters moved north as a spear¬ 
head of the victorious Allied force. They were first to reach 
Damascus and there Lawrence saw his eflbrts crowned with 
success, and Husain’s son Faisal, in whose qualities Lawrence 
believed, was made King of Syria. His reign was short as the 
French drove him out but then Faisal was strongly backed for 
another throne, that of Iraq to which he succeeded in 1921. A 
younger brother, Amir ‘Abdallah, was content with a smaller 
gift: the Amirate of a specially created state, that of Transjordan. 

Although I never met Lawrence in person I felt that I had met 
him in spirit when studying Arabic and Islam at Leyden university 
in the nineteen-twenties. Our professor Snouck Hurgronje had 
been offered one of the rare copies of the limited first edition of 
The Seven Pillars of Wisdom. This edition was not to appear on the 
market but was to be placed at the disposal of a carefully selected 
number of men. Snouck Hurgronje declined the offer because 
intending purchasers were asked to give an undertaking not to sell 
the book for a certain number of years. “Very dever andveryun- 
attractive pubHcity,” Snouck had said. When some time later I 
read the book myself I was much impressed by it. There, I felt, 
was the true Arabia. There were its rugged mountains, its plains 
and there was Jedda as though silenced by the heat of the sun at 
noon. I could almost feel the atmosphere. There, too, were the 
beduins and their hard, materially-minded sheikhs, and, with 
Lawrence, I seemed to be sharing their life. I fdt that I had met a 
great artist and in spirit I greeted him respectfully, grateful for his 
gift which I would carefully preserve in my memory. That was 
one recoEection I would never forget. 

There was another. It was in Snouck Hurgronje’s study, 
Snouck being then a man in the seventies. He was no longer the 
eager young man who half a century before had rushed off to 
Mecca to confirm the conclusions he had arrived at and formu¬ 
lated in his booh The Meccan Feast. His stedl-blue eyes were still 
as dear as they must then have been but perhaps more penetrating, 
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They looked straight through one but behind one felt the light 
of a smile waiting to break through. In his presence I could not 
help feeling very small and I saw his other former students 
equally subdued. If Lawrence himself had entered there he would 
scarcely have been at ease under Snouck’s searching scrutiny. It 
was not Lawrence however who appeared but his publicity 
agent, the American Lowell Thomas. Lowell Thomas was not 
awed by the presence of the great Arabist and student of Islam. 
Me seemed to think that Snouck Hurgronje ought to be im¬ 
pressed by liim, and so a humorous situation developed which 
Snouck Hurgronje enjoyed immensely. Lowell Thomas was 
shocked that the Leyden Arabist had not heard of Ihm or of his 
book on Lawrence so he at once started to remedy tins gap in 
Snouck’s knowledge. He told him how he had made Lawrence 
famous. He had lectured about him in London and all over Great 
Britain and then put his story in print saying in the introduction 
that two million EngHsh Hsteners had been convinced by Ihm, 
Lowell Thomas, how great a man was living unknown in tlieir 
midst. Lowell Thomas’ book preceded The Seven Pillars of 
Wisdom, and a poor forerunner it was. Lawrence was reduced 
to the level of a stepping-stone in the career of a publicist. 

Lowell Thomas stopped at Leyden on a flying tour round the 
world paid for by the Ford Motor Company as an advertising 
stunt and it was Lowell Thomas’ visit that occasioned Snouck 
Hurgronje’s reflections on Lawrence and his significance for 
Arabia. “What,” asked Snouck, “had Lawrence done in Arabia? 
He had not gone there as an explorer although he was a student of 
archaeology. Lawrence went to Arabia on a political mission. 
He had to report whether Arabia could be of any use to his 
country which was then involved in a Hfe-and-death struggle with 
powerful enemies. There was no war in Arabia. He brought 
it there using for his purpose a clever tongue, promise of worldly 
power for the great, and the glittering display of wealth before 
the greedy eyes of his humbler listeners. He did it by blowing on 
cinders of passion and proposing ghazus for loot and bloodshed. 
He suppHed the Arabs with modern weapons for warfare. He did 
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not plainly tell them that his object in getting them to follow him 
was that his country might be victorious and go on ruling the 
world. He told them that he would show them the way to 
independence, freedom and honour for their people.” Snouck 
continued bitterly: “And what has been the result of all this? 
The promises given were not kept, could not be kept, by his 
Government. The man in Mecca who trusted Lawrence and his 
chiefs in Cairo and who insisted that the British should fulfil 
the promises they had made, was abandoned and ended his life as 
Britain’s deluded guest in the isle of Cyprus. And what happened 
to the Arab nations? Great Britain imposed on them rulers for 
whom they had not asked and whom they did not like. Lawrence 
was a man who used the Arab people for Great Britain’s sake, 
who had helped to build a political structure which, being based 
on sand, would be swept away by those who lived in it the 
moment England was not there to keep it upright. Lawrence’s 
fame was undeserved. What he had done in Arabia was of no 
real benefit to the country or to its people.” 

I could not dispute what I felt to be the truth; all I could do was 
to point to Lawrence’s merits as a writer. For the rest I gave the 
same reply as I later gave to Arab notables: Lawrence believed 
in what he promised; it was not his fault if his Government let 
him down. But his critic in Holland and those in Arabia all 
made the same retort. Snouck said that Lawrence had voluntarily 
assumed the poHtical responsibilities he took on in Arabia. He 
should have understood what the promises and methods he used 
were worth. The Arabs said: he was an English politician and they 
are clever men and know what they are doing. Snouck Hurgronje 
committed his views to a series of articles in a leading Dutch 
newspaper, De Telegraaf. 

Soon after I arrived in Jedda I invited some of the leading offi¬ 
cials of the town to diimer. The meal over, we sat together sipping 
cofiee but it was not easy to keep the conversation alive. It flashed 
through my mind that I might show them the illustrations in 
Lawrence’s book which I had just received. So I fetched the book 
and handed it to the old Governor of the town. He knew all the 
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men portrayed and showed the illustrations to the others present. 
One after the other the pictures were studied and discuss^ and I 
began to congratulate myself on a happy inspiration. My guests 
almost forgot my presence. When they reached the last illustra¬ 
tion they all went back to their seats as if unwilling to take their 
thoughts away from the days thus recalled to them. Carefully, 
holding it in both hands, the Governor returned the book to me. I 
had no idea of what they were thinking but expected to find 
among them some sympathy for the man who had preached the 
unity of all Arabs in an independent kingdom. So I ventured 
the question: WTiat do you think of him? hi silence all looked at 
the Governor who spoke and said: “A Muslim could not have done 
it, I mean written such a book.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because with us a man who has done something that is 
wrong, will deny it. That is his token of respect for what is 
good. This man Lawrence not only admits the wrong he did but 
he even puts it in a book with all these beautiful pictures.” 

“What wrong do you mean he did?” 

“With English gold he bought Arab blood. He told a story 
that was a lie.” 

The others nodded. I replied: “Lawrence believed he spoke the 
truth. HSs Government let him down and then he was so ashamed 
that he went away never to return to this country.” 

Then the answer came; “You imderrate the IngUz. He knew 
and he understood.” 

I think I understand Lawrence better than they, the Arabs, did. 
They could not appreciate the artist in him. Lawrence was naive. 
He was a very gift^ but not a fully mature man. For him Arabia 
was a road to adventure. Arabia, the beduin, guerrilla warfare in 
the desert on camel-back was a sport for him, a trial of endurance. 
He had the inspiration of an artist and the courage of a true 
leader but behind him there was not the sober conviction of a 
ripe mind. When the vision faded as it must, it no longer interested 
him. He shook the dust of Arabia from ofthis feet for ever. That 
is to say he intended, he tried, to do so but that Arabian dust 
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clung to him, it clung to his souL He tried to get rid of it, by 
forgetting and being forgotten. He gave up his name, renounced 
his celebrity and disappeared into the anonymity of the ranks of 
the Royal Air Force as Aircraftsman Shaw. He returned his 
decorations. He sought the noise of motors and the intoxication 
of speed and ended by killing himself in a crash on his motor¬ 
cycle. Aircraftsman Shaw tried to do penance for what Lawrence 
in his pursuit of fame and, doubtless, at the prompting of 
patriotism had done in Arabia and thereafter. He played with 
Arabia, he had seen it as an episode to be forgotten when it 
was over. But he could not forget: he became a victim of his own 
delusion. 

And what of the other man who carried British influence deep 
into the history of Arabia, Philby? He is certainly not an artist 
and never tried to pose as one although he too has dreamed 
dreams. I do not know where or when Philby made his pact for 
life with Arabia. Possibly there was no precise moment of decision 
but a gradual realization of the boundless and glamorous perspec¬ 
tives that Arabia presented. Once, however, he made up his mind 
he stuck to the land, or to the man, of his choice. Both seemed 
to ofier him exceptional opportunities. Arabia would satisfy his 
desire for fame and Ibn Sa'ud was the man who could open for 
him the roads to it. 

It was not, I feel, an urge to serve his coimtry that spurred 
him on in Arabia, nor was it in the first place his sympathy 
with the Arab nation. It was his longing to be different firom other 
men, to live a life according to his own tastes and ideas and to 
make a name for himself. Arabia offered all these possibilities. 
Once in the heart of the country he met a man who was great 
because he dared to be himself, to stand alone and to struggle 
towards his goal believing in his vocation and in divine guidance. 
Philby was different, he did not go to Arabia because of a voca¬ 
tion and as he did not believe in God how could he believe in His 
guidance? He put his trust in his own brains and in his own 
strength of purpose and thought that with them he would make 
his life a success. Fame was his spur. Efaving known him for many 
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years and having had the opportunity of observing him at close 
quarters as well as from a distance, having spoken with him and 
having heard Arabs and Englishmen speak of him, I could see that 
he was burning with ambition and was ready to sacrifice every¬ 
thing to link his name insolubly with that of Arabia. Philby is a 
man full of contradictions which make it difficult to understand 
him and to be feir in judging him. He had no real friends in the 
surroundings in which I met him. He had many enemies, includ¬ 
ing some among his own countrymen, and there were many both 
Arabs and Europeans who did not xmderstand him and therefore 
distrusted and disliked him. There were very few who saw that 
beneath the surface he was a man not at peace with himself and 
■with a heart tom by ambition. Those who did, felt S3mipathy, 
not to say compassion, for him. Many have called him a man of 
mystery. They did not know him or the land in which he 
gathered his laurels. That land, its people and its creed were full 
of mystery. Philby tried to belong to them, to be accepted by 
them, to assume a garment of mystery and romanticism. The 
romantic strain in Philby comes out in his attachment to Arabia, 
in his devotion to the heroic figure of Ibn Sa*ud and, a curious 
minor manifestation, in the titles of his books. Pliilby failed to 
be accepted because he was too European, too English and Arabia 
in the end became restive with him. I think tliat none the less 
Philby will be grateful to the Arabs for their great patience with 
him and the generous opportunities they gave him of becoming 
famous. It was thanks to them, and especially to the great Arab 
who gave him protection, guidance and material help, that at the 
summit of his great career as an explorer of unknown Arabia 
Philby was able to compose his sadly revealing song of 
triumph, dedicated ‘to all my predecessors in Arabian explora¬ 
tion’: 


I ms the first 
that ever burst 

upon these teeming lands, etc. 

Philby is the greatest explorer Arabia has yet seen. Exploration 
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was his real work, perhaps his original goal, and the work that 
will probably fill his hfe to his dying day. The human heart of 
Arabia and the profundities of her creed do not seem to have been 
disclosed to him. His hero was outspoken about that which 
mattered most for him, his faitL Even Philby must have seen 
that there was a reality, a source of strength and a means of 
guidance. But his books about Arabia do not reach beyond 
what is visible, what is measurable with instruments. He did not 
speak about that hidden treasure of Arabia, its spiritual wealth. 
Philby hved in ar-Riyadh among men who claimed that again 
they had a spiritual message for the world beyond Arabia’s 
deserts. But when Philby said to me m Jedda: “We are not 
Christians, why should not we become Mus lim s?” it was clear 
that he could not become a true Muslim. When eventually he 
embraced Islam his fellow countrymen and the Christian 
foreigners did not believe in the sincerity of his conversion for 
they found the old Philby an unchanged man. The Arabs did 
not beUeve in it either. They might have found it easier to 
accept him had he not become associated with trade and if in 
conversation and behaviour he had given proof of understanding 
things of the spirit. So although Philby chose Arabia, Arabia 
did not choose him. 
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The Dual Monarchy 

After tlic fall of Ha’il and tlie subjection of the Shammar tribe 
came the turn of the Ruwalla whose tribal area stretches far 
northward into the Syrian desert. The mutawwas had, as usual, 
preceded the Ikhwan and the doctrine they preached did not pass 
unheeded by their beduin Hsteners but it was perhaps the sword 
that convinced most. Ibn Sa'ud now found it a Httle difficult to 
control its use. His followers saw in it a logical, indispensable 
means of spreading the true faith, and the means they liked best. 
Why should they not go further on their own? A group of Ikhwan 
attempted a private c^edition into Transjordan. They pushed 
on imtil they were within some miles of ‘Amman, the capital. 
But they had not reckoned with the British who had a mandate 
for Transjordan and who came to the aid of the Amir ‘Abdallah. 
With their machines in the air and their motorized transport on 
the ground they had an easy task. Whoever has seen the empty, 
undulating landscape of northern Arabia, where the last tree was 
cut down for fuel ages ago, will easily imagine what befell those 
rash Ikhwan. Spotted from the air and machine-gunned from the 
ground, they found no cover and they fled with little hope of 
escape. It is said by Armstrong ikat only eight out of more than 
the thousand men who are reputed to have taken part in this 
private expedition came back alive to Shaqra, whence they had 
started. These eight were severely punished by Ibn Sa'ud who had 
long realized that British power in Arabia had to be reckoned with 
but who, above all, was determined to exact obedience from bis 
own people. He invited Sir Percy Cox to meet him once more in 
‘Ojair, the village on the coast of the Persian Gulf where they 
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had met for the first time in 1915. It was now autumn 1922. Much 
had happened during the years between these meetings. Ibn 
Sa‘ud had more than fulfilled Philby’s expectations and the British 
were having increasing difiSculty in handling King Husain. 

When now, nearly thirty years after the Husain tragedy, I 
think again of the generally anti-Husain attitude of the British and 
other foreigners and of the local population in Jedda at the begin¬ 
ning of 1926, when his son *Ali had given up fighting for his 
father’s unquestionable rights, I cannot help feeling sympthy for 
the old man who, reared in the corruption of pre-war Turkey, 
had put his trust in the British. Antonius, in The Arab Awakening, 
blames the British representative in Jedda for creating in official 
circles a cHmate inimical to Husain. Snouck Hurgronje depicted 
his tragedy rightly when in his newspaper articles he spoke of a 
disgruntled old man who passed his days as a prisoner in Cypms, 
in front of a box containing British promises. 

After Husain’s successful revolt against the Turks in 1916 Ibn 
Sa'ud had sent him prudent words of congratulation. Husain in 
his dealings with Ibn Sa‘ud had fi:om the start treated him as one 
of the Arab chiefs who would become his subordinate when, after 
the victory of the Allies, their promises to him would be fulfilled 
and he be made ruler of a great independent Arabian kingdom. 
It was quite clear to Ibn Sa'ud that Husain would not dare to 
address him in the way he did if he were not convinced of Great 
Britain’s backing. Ibn Sa‘ud wanted to be sore of England’s 
attitude. He liked Sir Percy and ejected him to understand the 
difficulty he had in keeping his turbulent Ikkvan away firom 
Iraqi territory. Sir Percy, too, could reassure him about the 
danger he feared from the Hashimis. 

Ameen Rihani, the Lebanese vdiom I had met in spirit at 
Leyden university when reading his book on the Kings of 
Arabia and later in the flesh in the Dutdi Legation in Jedda, was a 
guest in Ibn Sa'ud’s camp in the desert near ‘Ojair. In the Eng^lish 
version of his story, Ibn Saud, His People and His Land, he gives 
a full-flavoured accotant of what happened. He brings us very near 
to Ibn Sa’ud, the fighter who, without the support of Arab 
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advisers on whom he could fall back, strt^gled on alone. He was 
the only one who knew the diflficulties within his own territory 
and who saw the reality of the growing menace from outside. 
He knew that England still held the balance between the two 
rivals and that her views were the determining factor. Patiently 
and with tenacity he tried to win over the Englishman to his 
side. 

For Ibn Saud it was his vocation to rule and guide Central 
Arabia along lines of divine ordinance and every morning he 
sought to strengthen his soul for the task of the day. At the root 
of his difficulties was his ever present lack of money and arms. 
Central Arabia was too poor to produce the means for a govern¬ 
ment above tribal level and for the time being he could not do 
wdthout British financial help. If that stopped the age-old law of 
Inner Arabia would reassert itself, it would be impossible to 
restrain beduia passions and great ghazus would push north to 
at Hilal al Akhdar —the Fertile Crescent. Ibn Sa‘ud had by then 
already given proof that he did not wish to submit to the old 
laws of the desert but to change them and direct beduin energies 
into new channels. The settlement of his nomadic tribes was one 
of those channels, but success was precluded for him if the 
surrounding states did not co-operate. So the question of border 
conflicts between the Nejdi tribes and those of Iraq had to be 
discussed. Frontiers as geographical lines were unknown in 
Arabia. Tribes that hve on their herds must be able to seek grazing 
wherever the rains fall. Besides, there had formerly been no 
firontiers within the Middle East for it had all been Turkish and 
spheres of local influence, as in the case of the Rashidi family, 
varied firom one generation to another. 

Those taking part in the discussions at ‘Ojair were unable to 
reach a partition satisfactory to both sides and so a compromise 
was decided on. Neutral border zones were established within 
which both the Nejdi and the Iraqi tribes had eqixal grazing rights 
and firee access to ^e wells. No fortifications were allowed. But 
the enforcing of this agreement by the Hashimis seemed to Ibn 
Sa*ud to depend on the will of (he British and Ibn Sa'ud had 
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already seen King Husain attacking the border town of Khurma 
and Turaba. 

A more satisfactory result of the ‘Ojair conference was the 
temporary reHef of Ibn Sa*ud’s finandal diflSculties. Reports 
were already circulating on the possibility of finding oil in 
Arabia and although Ibn Sa'ud did not credit them and was not 
yet prepared to look J&vourably on the prospect of foreigners 
exploiting oil in his country, his urgent need for money overruled 
whatever hesitation he may have felt. Ameen Rihani was amused 
at the haggling that resulted in the grant of a concession to the 
representative of the British Eastern General Syndicate against a 
yearly payment of j(]a,ooo. Reviewed in the hght of the im¬ 
mense royalties that were later to accrue from oil to the Wahhabi 
state this sum was poor enough but what is more interesting is 
that after two years of fruitless prospecting by Belgian geologists 
in the Al Hasa region the Company stopped payment and the 
concession lapsed. 

Shortly after the ‘Ojair conference, Ibn Sa‘ud contracted a 
severe type of erysipelas, that spread over his face and ended in an 
infection of his left eye. Wrong treatment locally and an opera¬ 
tion made too late by a specialist called in from Egypt resulted in 
the loss of the sight of his left eye and some consequent marring of 
his impressive appearance. For months on end he was unable to do 
his normal amount of work, but during that time, thanks to 
King Husain, the situation changed in his favour. Husain’s 
tmpopularity with his own people had much increased. He mis¬ 
ruled his land, treated its people harshly and tried to squeeze out of 
them all the money he could. Those who suffered most were the 
pilgrims to the Holy Places. These he fleeced mercilessly. Their 
complaints to their Consuls in Jedda resulted in Husain’s forfeiting 
some of the sympathy he might have enjoyed firom the foreign 
governments who had Muslim subjects and were interested in the 
hajj. 

In the days of Turkish rule the pilgrims had been robbed by a 
corrupt administration and by the guild of pilgrim sheikhs, but 
thek caravans were protected firom beduin attacks by Turkish 
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troops Stationed in forts built on mountain tops near the pilgrim 
roads and by towers of defaice along the roads. Order was 
maintained in the places where pilgrims foregathered. Under 
King Husain’s rule pilgrims were raided by the ‘dogs of the 
Hejaz’—^the bediuns—^who had always regarded them as their 
legitimate spoil, and soon found out that King Husain’s policing 
was inefiective. Insecurity increased and on the plains of ‘Arafa, 
Muzdalifa and Muna panic was created among hundreds of 
thousands of pilgrims by the beduins cutting off the femous 
Zubaida water conduit. Not only was Husain unable to keep 
the beduins under control but also his officials were reported as 
conniving in giving the beduins a free hand in return for money. 
The King was warned by the complaints of his own people and 
by representatives of foreign governments in his country but he 
would not listen. So far as the pilgrims were concerned Husain’s 
only interest seemed to be in the money that he could get out of 
them and I remember finding in Jedda, as a legacy from my 
predecessor, lists of pilgrims firom the Dutch East Indies who had 
been killed by beduins and for whom my government demanded 
financial indemnity. 

Such was the deplorable state of the Holy Land of Islam towards 
the end of King Husain’s eight years’ reign. Then suddenly fortune 
seemed to smile on him. Kemal Pasha Attaturk, who was shaping 
the new Turkey, had determined, m his state, to separate the 
temporal firom the spiritual power. This is a sound idea according 
to Western democratic political thought and Kemal Pasha was a 
Mushm in name only. He set out to modernize Turkey on secular 
lines. He had no place for a Khalifa in a poHtical structurein which 
religion and state were to be kept apart and one doubts whether he 
really understood what the Khalifa of I^am was. Many Muslims 
had lost sight of its true significance and most Westerners had 
never understood it. The Turkish Sultan ‘Abd al Hamid had made 
such use of this lack of understanding in the West of his dignity as 
K/iflli/a that the false idea of its being a clerical dignity comparable 
to that of the Pope in Roman Catholicism was widespread. In 
reality, however, the Khalifa —^the man who comes after or 
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follows—was the successor of the Prophet in all his functions 
except that of being prophet. lijice Muhammad the early Khalifas 
were at the same time spiritual and temporal leaders of the 
community of believers. Thus the true significance of the 
Khalifate was that all Muslims should be united in one spiritual 
and poHtical unit ruled by the Khalifa from which it followed that 
the Khalifa had actually no spiritual authority beyond the limits 
of his worldly domain. 

Turkey had been the heir of the Muslim world-state, that vast 
empire conquered by the hosts of Islam after the death of the 
Prophet. Within the space of a century the realm of Islam had 
stretched from Spain in the West to tie shores of India in the 
East and from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean. After 
three centuries, disintegration of the political structure set in and 
the community of believers split into several states. Then separate 
rulers often assumed the title o£ Khalifa but the heirs of the worldly 
power of the original Mushm state were the Turks and their 
rulers were generally regarded as the traditional heics of the 
original Khalifate of Islam. 

Ever since the death of the Prophet, Islam had never been 
without a Khalifa and when Kemal Pasha dethroned the last 
Turkish Sultan he declared that he had destituted him of his 
temporal not of his spiritual power thus ignoring or showing his 
ignorance of the fiict that as Iskm has no clergy there can be no 
Khalifa without temporal power. But having taken this first step, 
in February 1924 he abolished the Khalifate completely. This 
caused great consternation throughout the world of Islam and 
many Muslims thought that without a Khalifa the disintegration 
of Islam would increase. 

Here it was that King Husain saw his chance. He could point 
to qualifications that made him one of the most prominent 
candidates for succession to the Khalifate. He could claim relation¬ 
ship with the Prophet because he belonged to the House of 
Hashim, who was the Prophet’s uncle, and he was the ruler of the 
Holy Land of Islam, protector of the Haramain —^the two holy 
places—of Mecca and Medina. He well realized that he was too 
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unpopular in Mecca to try to get himself acclaimed there as 
Amir al muminin —^Prince of the Believers—so he decided to make 
a start elsewhere. He chose ‘Amman and went there on the 
pretext of visiting his sou ‘Abdallah, the Amir of Transjordan. 
There, in the small town of ‘Amman, a quick campaign was 
sufficient to produce a crowd willing to proclaim King Husain as 
Khalifa. This was followed by a press campaign throughout the 
astonished world of Islam. (King Husain, as editor of his own 
newspaper in Mecca, had experience of press propaganda). His 
oflScial weekly in Mecca, al Qibla —^the prayer niche in a mosque 
indicating the direction of Mecca—^had pubhshed many leading 
articles on the subject that were, to judge from their tortuous 
style, written by liimself. Al Qihla also pubhshed telegrams from 
all over the world of Islam expressing approval and offering 
congratulations. The new Khalifa was in no hurry to return to 
Mecca. He wanted first to prepare the ground and to be sure that 
the Holy City of Islam would join in the chorus of acclamation. 
So he timed his return to take place before reaction could set in 
there but first he made sure of support in Syria and in the two 
states ruled by his sons. In the great mosque in Damascus his 
proclamation as the new Khalifa, had preceded by a week his 
acclamation in ‘Amman after the Friday service of 14 March 
1924. In the rest of the world of Islam enthusiasm was not great. 
It was true that he was the ruler of the Holy Cities but who had 
made him so? A Christian power pushing him to revolt against his 
lawful Muslim overlord. Could one respect a man Muslims all 
over the world knew to be an \mjust ruler who afforded no 
protection to pilgrims? 

Husain had thrown down a challenge to Muslim opinion and 
the answer came that he had turned the high status of the Khalifate 
to personal ends. He had sought to have a problem of world 
importance settled by some beduins in a remote small Arab town. 
Had not he laid the whole Muslim world open to ridicule? 

The excitement caused throughout the Muslim world by the 
abolition of the Khalifate had nowhere been greater than in India 
where Khilafate committees were formed, large meetings were 
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held and funds collected. Muslims were shocked and grieved by 
Kemal Pasha’s decision but the question was one in which the 
Colonial Powers, althoi^h much concerned, could not, out of 
respect for Muslim sensibihties, intervene. England and all the 
other Western rulers of Muslim nations therefore watched and 
waited. Blinded by die outward appearance of success and misled 
by flatterers King Husain played his new role to the uttermost. 
Al Qibla began to publish his proclamations and continued 
printing the text of congratulatory telegrams addressed to the 
Khalifa of Muhammad’s tribe. Mecca, with the habitual coolness 
of the professionally rehgious, seems to have taken the situation 
cahnly but not so Nejd. Wahhabi eyes had long been turned 
towards the Holy Cities and with increasing distaste at the heresies 
and worldliness that flourished there. Mecca and Medina would 
clearly have to be purged and the Wahhabis wondered why 
their Imam allowed the dotard in Mecca to bring Islam into 
contempt. 

Ibn Sa'ud saw that a safety valve had to be opened so he called a 
meeting where die ‘ Ulama, the tribal leada's and the town notables 
could give vent to their feelings. His father, ‘Abd ar-Rahman, 
although advanced in years, was still active and clear of mind and 
it was he who took the diair. At his side were seated the ‘ulama, 
and, farther off, his son the Sultan. He, Ibn Sa'ud, said Httle. It 
was decided to send a message to the Muslims of all other countries 
calling attention to the misdeeds of Husain and to his usurpation 
of the Khalifate. It was proposed that the people of Nejd, acting 
on behalf of all Muslims, should march into the Hejaz after the 
pilgrim season and depose Husain. The message was not signed 
by Ibn Sa'ud but by his second son Faisal. The Sultan knew full 
well the prejudice that existed against himself and his Wahhabi 
followers. Setting no great hopes by this proposal he did not want 
to be bound by it and in this he judged well. The response was 
neghgible with one exception: more than 70,000,000 Indian 
Muslims rallied to his side. Bad, indeed, must have been the 
experience in the Holy Land of Islam of Indian pilgrims, for them 
to prefer Wahhabi to King Husain’s rule over Mecca the Exalted 
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and Medina die Enlightened. The effect on the British Govern¬ 
ment of dus Indian support of Ibn Sa*ud must be left to the 
imagina tion. It was an embarrassment if they felt bound to 
continue their support of Husain but an excuse if they decided to 
drop him. 

Ibn Saud clearly judged the support he received sufficient and 
with the object of disguising his real intentions despatched 
expeditions in three directions: one to Iraq, one to Transjordan 
and one to the Hejaz. Once again one of the advance guards got 
out of control. The men from Kliurma and Turaba who had 
suffered most from King Husain and ‘Ah, his eldest son, were 
eager for revenge. They marched off in the direction of Taif, the 
mountain resort to which the rich people from Mecca used to 
escape from the summer heat of die Holy City. Neighbouring 
beduitis joined in, hoping for loot. On learning, when they 
neared the place, that the Amir ‘Ali was in Taif they decided not 
to wait for orders but to attack the town forthwith. The garrison, 
taken by complete surprise, fled and ‘Ali fled with them. The town 
was put to sadc. Many notables from Mecca and a number of rich 
pilgrims from overseas were murdered. Rumours exaggerating 
the already ghastly reaHty caused a general panic in Mecca and a 
mass exodus to Jedda. The Hejazis turned against their King and 
a deputation went to the palace demanding his abdication in 
favour of his son ‘Ah. Husain refused. He determined to defend 
the town although ‘AH and his troops had by-passed Mecca and 
taken up positions at Hadda where the hitm —^the forbidden 
territory—ends and fighting is permissible. But when his soldiers, 
and even his servants, began to leave Husain reaHzed that Mecca 
could not be defended and much against his will the old King 
decided to leave the palace and go to Jedda. Armstrong says that 
the abdication took place in Mecca, Philby says that it was in 
Jedda that he yielded to tlie pressure of pubHc opinion and 
abdicated in favour of Ins son ‘Ah. The departure from Mecca 
was made in the few motor-cars he had allowed into the country. 
Later I heard many stories told by people who saw him go. No 
one said that he was afraid, all spoke wtithout sympathy and all 
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mentioned his special personal care for his possessions. Many well- 
soldered petrol tins full of gold were said to have been put on 
board his private yacht in Jedda: the gold of his British subsidy 
and the money he had squeezed out of pilgrims and the locd, 
merchants. The black, red, green and white flag of the Hashi- 
mites was hoisted on ‘Al Rahmat ain *—the two mercies—and 
with two other small shabby coasting steamers the ragged little 
royal squadron set its course northwards to ‘Aqaba the further¬ 
most point of his kingdom, the Ezion-Geber of Solomon’s days. 
At ‘Aqaba on the Gtdf of that name that separates the Smai 
Peninsula from the Hejaz, he would be, for the time being, out of 
reach of the Wahhabis. 

The year 1924 neared its end. The reign as King of the Grand 
Sherif of Mecca had lasted eight brief years; his usurped dignity of 
Khalifa only a few months. He had lasted long enough to show 
that it takes more than ambition to be a successful ruler. He went 
fiiUed with rancour against the faithless British whose unfulfilled 
promises he considered to be the cause of all his ills. He went un- 
regrctted by the Hejazis, beduins and townsmen alike, who saw 
in him a man of the highest local birth who had made life worse 
for them than the foreigner, the Turk, whom he had replaced. 
Muslims outside his country knew that as pilgrims they suflFered 
from his mismanagement of the Holy Places. And all knew full 
well that, after Kemal Attaturk, it was he who dealt the institu¬ 
tion of the Khalifate its most mortal blow. 

His eldest son ‘Ali took his place but did not dare to go back to 
Mecca. So he went to Jedda where he would have the open sea at 
his back and where he hoped that the presence of the Consuls of 
Western Powers would preserve him from attack by the Wah¬ 
habi troops. King ‘AH was well liked by the local population 
although the circumstances of his accession were scarcely propi¬ 
tious. The towns of Medina, Yambo and Al Wej sided with him 
and closed their gates when the Wahhabis approached. The 
beduins who camped near those towns also kept frith with the 
Hashimites and so the country waited to sec what would happen. 

Ar-Riyadh had been much surprised at the news of the capture 
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and sack of the walled and fortified town of Taif by a reconnoitr¬ 
ing party with light beduin reinforcement. Ibn Sa'ud issued the 
strictest orders to the two commanders of liis troops in the Hcjaz 
to prevent further murder or looting and he held them personally 
responsible. With the utmost speed he then prepared to follow 
with the bulk of his army. The Governor of Khurma, Ibn Luwai, 
had commanded the advance guard at Taif, the Ikhwan were 
under their leader Sultan Ibn Bijad. The latter had hi the mean¬ 
time gone on to Mecca. He sent into the town foiu: unarmed 
members of the Ikhwan dressed in the ceremonial garb of pilgrims. 
Mecca looked hke a dead place, its shops closed and its inhabitants 
barricaded within their houses. The four men declared in the 
name of their commander that security would be afforded to 
everyone who put himself under the protection of AUah and of 
Ibn Sa'ud. The following day Ibn Luwai arrived with two 
thousand men, again dressed in ihram but armed. Security in this 
case seems to have had precedence over divine laws as the wearing 
of arms was incompatible with the wearing of ihram. They 
marched into the town and occupied the fort and the public 
buildings. No looting and what in Wahhabi eyes was only 
very moderate purification took place. The graves of the great 
men of Islam were levelled to the ground, ornaments on mosques 
were destroyed and musical instruments and pictures of human 
beings banished from public places. After what had happened in 
Taif the first impression made by die Wahliabis on the people of 
Mecca was not entirely unfavourable. 

Fifteen days later Ibn Sa'ud camped with his army before 
Mecca. He wished to enter the Holy City as a pilgrim, as is the 
duty of the faithful. So he laid aside his few marks of distmetion 
and, bareheaded, with one piece of white cloth without hem 
wrapt around his loins and another doth around his shoulders he 
rode into the town. Just like every other pilgrim he repeated 
several times the exclamation: "lahbaik Allahuma, labbaik "— 
ready for Thy service O God, I am ready for Thy service. He 
entered the May id al Haram —^the holy mosque—he drew near to 
God’s House, the Ka'ba—Bait Ullah —and performed the seven 
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ritual circumambulations of the Ka‘ba, thus completiug the 
‘umra. 

The commanders of his army and the Wahhabi religious 
leaders all did as he. Ibn Sa'ud laid a heavy discipline on his troops 
who certainly after waiting so long a time and reaching their 
real goal Mecca al Mukarrma —the exalted Mecca—^must well 
have looked forward to what others might call excesses. And 
now, after so many years, the centre of the religion of Islam was 
again in the power of the Wahhabis. From now on the Holy 
City of Islam would again be pure and holy. 

But Medina al Munawmra —^the enlightened—was still in the 
hands of the mushrikin and they still occupied the three coastal 
towns. The Ikhwan would have liked nothing better than to carry 
these by storm but Ibn Sa'ud, mindful of his foreign relations, 
gave no order to storm Jedda. And he stopped the bombardment 
of Medina when the foreign Consuls through their Br itish 
colleague protested for, although denied as such by the Wahhabis, 
the tomb of their Prophet is regarded as sacred by millions of 
MusHms. 

It was December 1925 before Jedda surrendered. ‘Ali, realizing 
that he was without adequate means of continuing tiie struggle, 
agreed to abdicate and leave the country. A British warship took 
him on board and he went off to stay with his brother Faisal, 
Sing of Iraq. 

Medina had surrendered earlier and so the Hejaz became com¬ 
pletely in the power of Ibn Sa'ud. When after his first visit to 
the last conquered towns of the Hejaz he went back to Mecca the 
notables of ie town came out to meet him. They told him of the 
wish of the population of the Hejaz that he should be their King. 
On 8th January 1926 this was confirmed in his official acclamation 
by aU the notables of Mecca, Medina, Jedda and all the other 
important centres of the country, as King of the Hejaz. He 
appointed his second son Faisal to be Govanor of Meaa and his 
representative as Viceroy of the Hejaz. After this a public reception 
was held and the garrison of the fort of Ji'ad was allowed to fibre a 
salute of one hundred guns in honour of the new King, the Lord 
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of the Hejaz and Nejd and Dependencies. The dual monarchy had 
come into existence. For the time being he retained the title of 
Sultan of Nejd thus conforming to the sober Wahhabi practice 
of being sparing in the bestowal of titles. 

Ibn Sa'ud now faced a new task in coming into direct contact 
with the international world of Islam. In Jedda he would also have 
to deal with the representatives of those Western and Eastern 
countries who, for the well-being of their Muslim subjects, were 
interested that law and order should rule in the land of pilgrimage. 
They would follow closely tliis new Wahhabi rule of the Holy 
Places. The first Wahhabi rule had come to an end in 1812, 
crumbling before the attack of the Egyptian Ibrahim Pasha. 
Would the second Wahhabi domination of the Holy Land prove 
more permanent? 

On 1st March 1926 the King came for his second ofiicial visit 
to Jedda. A British cruiser had arrived bringing Great Britain’s 
recognition of his rule over the new addition to his state and those 
foreign representatives who had not been present at His Majesty’s 
first ceremonial entry in Jedda were now given the opportunity 
to meet him. 

I had arrived in Jedda some days earUer and was preparing to 
take over charge of the Netherlands Consulate there and so 
went with my predecessor to the patrician dwelling of our learned 
firiend Muhammad Nasif, where Ibn Sa‘ud was staying. Appar¬ 
ently he was unwilling to use the building where ‘AH had spent his 
shorthved reign. 

We were introduced by the Foreign Secretary, the Iraqi 
‘Abdullah al Damluji and with the Kling was his adviser Sheddh 
Hafiz Wahba, an Egyptian, a former schoolmaster in Kuwait, 
educated at Cairo’s Al Azhar University and later to become 
Sa'udi Ambassador in London. ‘Abdullah al Damluji made a 
flattering remark about the Dutch representatives’ knowledge of 
Arabic. The King rose to greet us and gave us a genuinely Arabian 
welcome. He invited us to sit down, one on each side of him, and 
then he asked ‘Abdullah al Damluji whether it was true that we 
could converse with him without an interpreter. When the 
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answer was an exaggerated, affirmative the King said; “Then let 
everybody be gone.” All disappeared, the beduin guard at the 
door was given a sign to go, and we were left alone. Even when 
seated Ibn Sa'ud was much taller than either of us and he looked 
down upon us. His smile made his face radiate kindness. It was the 
mobility of his features which were outstanding in Ibn Sa‘ud. 
In repose his face was grim and forbidding but when he smiled it 
was completely transformed and he became extraordinarily 
attractive. He pouted as women do and then he began to speak. 
If I had known Arabic better I could have enjoyed this talk more. 
But I was like a man too intent on eating to savour the flavour of 
the food and all my attention was directed to following what he 
was saying and trying to grasp the full meaning of the long 
sentences that flowed into the silence of the hall. 

“We praise God that you understand i3s. Now we can be alone 
without those interpreters, the most dangerous and harmful 
people in the world. We are here together and we can speak 
freely. It is important that your Queen should get, through you, 
correct information about us. We have reserved a liberal space 
of time for this talk for we want you to understand us well. Now 
come closer and listen.” His hand Hghtly touched our knees and 
our shoulders as if to establish quicker and closer contact between 
man and man. From time to time the smile swept lightly across 
our eyes, inviting us to feel at ease, as true guests in his warm¬ 
hearted beduin hospitality. A spate of words flooded over us, 
unusual words many of them and heavy with the deep guttural 
sounds of beduin speech. 

“We want you to know who we are, what we ate doing and 
how and why,” he said. “You, like all the others from the West, 
think of us as wild, rough fanatics, backward and narrow¬ 
minded people. Up to now that has been the trend of your 
reports to your government.” We protested m polite denial. 
“No, do not deny, we know exactly what people are th ink ing of 
us, but now we want them to know the truth. Your Queen has 
fh.e right to know the truth. We have often acted severely, even 
mercilessly and with Allah’s help we have beaten a wicked enemy. 
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This comtry shall now at last have security, peace and order, and 
will know justice. Robbers and other evil-doers have had to be 
dealt with in a way understood by beduins for we ourselves know 
how to rule beduins as you and other critics do not. Beduins have 
to be treated in a very hard way for only then do diey learn their 
lesson and, in shaa Allah —^if Allah wills—once they have learnt 
it they will never forget it. We teach them the hard way, not to 
be cruel, but out of mercy. And once we have punished them we 
shall not in the mercy of Allah have to do it again as long as we 
live. 

“The distances in our country are great. We can often only 
make justice effective in the remoteness of our deserts by the 
reports spread of the justice we dealt out to the dogs of the Hejaz, 
those robbers of the Banu Malik (a tribe in whose midst a caravan 
had been robbed and some people murdered) of whom we killed 
several hundreds. Far away in the deserts this news will be ap¬ 
plauded because it will mean that caravans can at last travel in 
peace and security where till now they were kept away by fear. 
We have heard that your government fevours light punishment. 
Did not you build large houses where you keep your evil-doers? 
Have you many of these houses? And are they not full? Well, that, 
to our mind, is what is cruel. You punish year in year out and yet 
it does not seem to be effective. I punish m such a way that it has 
not to be repeated. We know the beduin and we know how he 
has to be ruled. Is it not safe now in this country, where the 
robbing of pilgrims flourished for centuries? By AUah, people 
have only begun to know us here, but we assure you that there 
will be no more stealing or waylaying. 

“You have doubtless also heard many stories about the fanatic¬ 
ism of the Wahhabis. It is good that you should know the truth 
about our creed and that of our brothers. We believe that Allah 
the Exalted One uses us as His instrument. As long as we serve 
Him we will succeed, no power can check us and no enemy will 
be able to kill us. Should we become a useless weapon in His hands 
then He will throw us aside, wa sanahmiduhu —^and we shall 
praise Him.” 
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His long sentences, full of ideas, were periodically broken off 
with “Naam?" — Yes !—^meaning ‘Do you follow me?’ He spoke 
as a man of great conviction and concluded in a credo of short, 
terse remarks each of which was preceded by the words “We 
believe”, 

Ibn Sa'ud impressed on us that whatever he was and whatever 
he did could be reduced to what he believed. His confession of 
faith was that of the Wahhabi. He seemed a quite different 
person from that of the fantastic tales that had come to us in Jedda 
firom Nejd. His creed was that of a Wahhahi who looked beyond 
the ffontiers of his desert land, who had now come into contact 
with international Islam and who understood that he could only 
rule the Holy Land of Islam as the trustee of the world-embradng 
community of Muhammad. He thought himself competent to do 
this and he felt the urge to formulate his task for himself and for 
others because by doing so his ideas became crystallized, I had 
to admit to being most impressed. Ibn Sa'ud was the first Muslim 
who gave me a feeling of closeness to my ovra innermost convic¬ 
tions. Perhaps that was caused by his simple respect of and 
belief in divine guidance in his life, perhaps it was his inner urge 
to share what was deepest of himself. He had the courage to hare 
before strangers the very foimdation of his life. He was proud of 
his uncomplicated creed, sure that he held the truth and convinced 
that his hearers would at least respect him for it. And that we did. 

This meeting was more than an official audience. For me it 
was hke being admitted into another’s sanctum sanctorum. My 
heart warmed to Ibn Sa'ud and I could not help being moved. I 
knew that I had met a man who aroused expertations in me. This 
man would be a blessing to his land and to its tens of thousands 
of yearly visitors. I even cherished the hope that this would be the 
man to find for Islam the solution to its growing spiritual crisis. 
Whoever could have expected that firom a Wahhabi firom Nejd! 
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First Wahhabi Impacts 


The Wahhabis were burdened with the record of their 
first conquest of the country, more than a century ago. Their 
purifying of the Holy Cities had at that time been so rigorous and 
the reaction of orthodox, tlut is to say non-Wahhabi, Islam so 
violent that the Turkish government had been forced to inter¬ 
vene. As her centre of power was too far away and too weak to 
act she was happy to pass on the task to Egypt, her vassal. Two 
Egyptian mihtary expeditions had driven the Wahhabis from the 
Holy Places back to the interior, to the deserts whence they had 
come and where they could do no more harm to the pilgrimage. 

Fear and anxiety had followed the rise of the second Wahhabi 
tide and its movement towards the holy territory. Taif had 
confirmed the worst fears and although the behaviour of the 
Wahhabis in Mecca and, later, in Medina was much less open to 
objection, the world of Islam was by no means generally re¬ 
assured. Had not those who marched on Medina, the very town of 
the Prophet, wantonly directed their primitive artillery at the 
golden dome built over the tomb of the most blessed of men? 
What was to be expected from nomad foEowers of the doctrine 
of *Abd al Wahhab for whom the Prophet had been no more 
than a man not free from sin? Orthodox Islam, impressed by the 
siolessness of the Founder of Christianity, had long since virtually 
adopted the same dogma for Muhammad. Not so the Wahhabis. 
They insisted that not even the Prophet of Islam was entitled to a 
dome over his tomb, a place to be venerated. Had not the 
Wahhabi artillery been so poorly directed and above all, had 
not the foreign representatives in Jedda, the non-Muslims, rushed 
in and prevented such an outrage, the sanctuary in Medioa might 
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have crumbled into dust. The foreigners had once kept them in 
check. A second time they might not be so successful. 

Ibn Sa'ud well knew that the Holy Land could not be ordered 
on simple Wahhabi lines. Bat could he succeed in making 
himself acceptable to the world of Islam as the new protector of 
al Haratnain —^the two sanctuaries—^Mecca and Medina, and at the 
same time not lose the confidence of his own people and par¬ 
ticularly of his Ikhwaii? 

Owing to the pdgtimage he would meet the most devout of 
the faithful from abroad. To them he would have to prove that 
at long last the Holy Land was again a land of peace and security 
where pilgrims were treated as wdeome and honoured guests 
and no longer as objects for plunder as had been the case during 
the reign of King Husain. So fer as peace and security were con¬ 
cerned he felt reassured. But he was not nearly so happy at the 
prospect of the meeting of his Wahhabis with Muslims firom 
abroad whom they mostly looked upon as heretics if not com¬ 
plete unbelievers. And the Wahhabis who had been cut off from 
the pilgrimage during the Hashimite reign made themselves ready 
in tens of thousands to visit the now cleansed Holy Places. 

Ibn Sa‘ud did his utmost to prevent conflicts. He kept his 
fanatical troops away from Mecca and Medina and at the places 
of the great assemblies of the hajj he kept them apart, camped 
in military order. With his sons he rode ahead of them to the 
plains of‘Arafa, Muzdahfe and Muna. He gave them strict orders 
to treat the pilgrims as foreign guests and to bear with their 
shortcomings. The pilgrims were requested to refrain from the 
sinful habit of smoking and in any case never to smoke in public. 
Visits to tombs and praying there were forbidden. In actual fk:t 
little of the tombs remain^. The dome-shaped structures over 
those graves, the qubbas, had, with the single exception of the 
gilded copper dome over the tomb of the Prophet in Medina, 
been destroyed. The pilgrims going to pray near that tomb and 
wishing to prostrate themselves in firont of it, found Wahhabi 
soldiers who prevented their kneding, forbade prostrations and 
allowed only the reciting of the prayer specially prepared for this 
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occasion, by royal command. The text of that prayer had been 
published in the Meccan weekly, no longer called al Qihla but 
now ‘Umm al Qura —the Mother of Cities—that is Mecca. The 
ziyara —^the visiting of the tomb of the Prophet—^thus lost its 
attraction for many of the pilgrims as did the visit to the grave of 
‘Ummina Hawa —our Mother Eve—^half a mile north-east of the 
town wall of Jedda. A small domed structure had been built over 
the place of the navel of this giant of a woman, giant because her 
grave was nearly two hundred yards long; a curious conceit for 
the only woman, presumably, to have come into this world with¬ 
out a navel. But the dome was demolished and when pilgrims, 
and especially women, continued to visit the place the govern¬ 
ment ordered every stone to be carried away. Minor frictions of 
this sort arising between pilgrims and Wahhabi Government gave 
rise to no political trouble but caused loss of sympathy for the 
new rulers. A pilgrim who comes from afar, some taking years 
on the journey, is perhaps easily disappointed. Such disappoint¬ 
ments in the Hejaz helped to perpetuate the antipathy towards 
Wahhabism which had remained from the time die Wahhabis 
first conquered the Holy Land. Antipathy such as this was pre¬ 
judicial to a just appreciation of this second period of Wahhabi 
rule in the country. 

With the Egyptians it was a case of something much more 
serious than disappointment. From the early days ofislamithad 
been the custom for Muslim governments to send a Mahmat —a 
profusely decorated litter heading the caravan of (heir pilgrims— 
to the hgj. The Egyptian government was the only one that still 
followed that custom. With her Mahmal she used to send each year 
the new kiswa —^the black carpet to cover the Ka‘ba—^vnth a gift 
of money, wheat and flour for the poor of the Haramain. The 
Mahmal, borne by an exceptionally big camel, the cases with 
money and the sacks with foodstufe following in a long caravan, 
were escorted by Egyptian troops and preceded by a band. This 
now presented a difficult problem. Music in general was abhorred 
by the Wahhabis because it easily led to sin. All modem music 
belonged to the category of sinful inventions of the days after (he 
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Prophet, and foreign soldiers carrying arms in their country 
were nearly as repugnant to the Wahhabis. 

Ibn Sa'ud had no wish to ofiend Egypt by refusing the cus¬ 
tomary gift and in order not to lose the gift he decided to accept 
the escort on condition that the instruments of the band were left 
in Jedda. The Ikhwan looked suspiciously at the Egyptian escort, 
marching and camping in modem style. They sniffed idolatry 
of some kind behind it. In the plain of Muna there was trouble. 
Towards evening a bugle call was heard in camp. It echoed against 
the walls of rock that enclose the long, narrow plain. What was 
that? Music? In that holy place? Those impious Egyptian dogs 1 
The Ikhwan rushed out to the Egyptian camp demanding that the 
music should cease. They began to throw stones. The Egyptians 
in alarm hurriedly took up their arms and drew up their ranks. 
This incensed the already infuriated Nejdis. They closed in upon 
the soldiers, whose officer gave the order to fire. The shooting 
was heard by young Amir Faisal and his brothers. He jumped on 
his horse and threw himself between the zealots who were 
crowding in firont of the Egyptian troops, causing a panic among 
the pilgrims who camped near-by. Ikhwan and pilgrims began to 
fall imder the bullets of the Egyptian machine^iuns. By his 
bravery the Sa'udi Prince put a stop to further casualties and loss 
of life and avoided a general panic among the pilgrims. 

As a result of this incident diplomatic relations were severed 
with Egypt and not resumed until ten years later. During those 
years the kiswa was woven in Mecca by Indian craftsmen. It is 
said to have been of inferior quality and the poor of the Haramain 
had to go without the Egyptian gifts in kind. 

Although Indian Muslims had been very outspoken critics of 
the Hashimite regime and had supported Nejdi rejection of King 
Husain’s claim to the Khalifate, they were no ffiends of the 
Wahhabis. These 70,000,000 Indian Muslims had outstanding 
leaders like Muhammad and Shauqat ‘Ali who had acquired their 
training in anti-British and anti-Hhidu activities. Indian Muslims 
were either of the Sunni or the Shi‘a persuasion (the two great 
divisions of Islam) but in either case they were anti-Wahhabi. 
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The criticism of these Indians was very frank and caused Ibn 
Sa‘ud to draw on all his patience and wisdom to keep his followers 
in check. The Indians asked for pan-Islamic control of the Holy 
Places and that Ibn Sa'ud should accept the position of a man¬ 
datory power. How would it be possible to reconcile a mandatory 
position over the Holy Places and stiU govern the remainder of the 
country? Ibn Sa*ud had the courage to face up to these problems 
and proposed they should be discussed by a pan-Islamic congress 
held in Mecca. 

He knew that he was a convincing talker and had repeatedly 
proved his ability to sway his Arabian subjects. Why should not 
he succeed in swaying the representatives of Muslim nations? 
They would see that Mecca had been purged and that he had 
made the pilgrimage safe for them; they would taste of his Arab 
hospitahty. Then he would address them and win their sympathy 
by his tolerance and mildness and the power of his word. 

The Congress met in the summer of 1926 with the eyes of the 
whole world, and particularly those of the MusHms, fixed on it. 
It was not the first nor the last congress of Islam. More than 
one Muslim effort had been made to restore the moral damage 
caused by Kemal Attaturk’s abrupt abolition of the Khalifate. 
Husain’s solution with himself as Khalifa had been generally in- 
acceptable. Pan-Islam congresses had met in Cairo and Jerusalem 
but no unanimous conclusion was reached. Possibly an Islamic 
Congress in Mecca, the real centre of Islam, would stand the best 
chance of success. Seventy delegates represented nearly all the 
Muslim peoples, Iraq and Transjordan where sons of ex-King 
Husain were reigning being among the exceptions, as were the 
Mu slims of Persia who are Shi'as. Between the Shi'as and the 
Wahliabi no common accord was then possible, they did not 
recognize each other as ‘brethren in the faith’. 

Al MuUammar al Islam al a'ln—the Highest Congress of Islam— 
as it was called, opened with the King’s speech. He invited the 
delegates to investigate every path that might lead to moral and 
religious improvement of the Hejaz and be pleasing to both God 
and man. He did not allow his kingship to be questioned nor the 
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administrative problems of the country. Efforts to do so and bold 
criticism of bis poffcy, most of which came from Indians, were dis¬ 
regarded. Even so the congress led to no practical solution. It 
merely turned out to be a demonstration of the disunity within 
Islam and of the incompetence of the MusUm world in general 
to grapple with new problems. 

Indonesia had been represented by the old leader of the 
Sarikat Islam —the union of Islam—^Tjokro Aminoto. The lang¬ 
uage difficulty, classical Arabic being the language of the congress, 
had been brushed aside by the Indians who used English, but this 
was of no help to those who knew neither Arabic nor English. 
H^ji Agus Salim, who represented Indonesia in the congress of 
the followmg year, could speak fluently both Arabic and English 
and if he had been present at that first meeting, perhaps a way 
might have been found of bridging the gulf that separated Ibn 
Sa'ud and the Indians. As it was, the great Muslim communities 
of India and Indonesia turned away firom the Wahhabi leader and 
denied him their confidence. 

The Congress of 1927 was much less important but equally in¬ 
effective. Thus pan-Islamic congresses felled in the three classical 
cities of Islam: in Mecca its spiritual centre, in Cairo its intellectual 
centre and in Jerusalem the town held second in holiness. And 
the leader of a movement that claimed to know the only right 
way for the whole of Islam had also failed. 

But Ibn Sa'ud had gained valuable experience. He now knew 
that his work could not extend beyond the limits of Arabia 
proper. He had also seen that no help firom the outside Muslim 
world was to be expected for their Holy Land. And since he had 
to shoulder the burden alone he determined not to suffer inter¬ 
ference firom outside. The Hejaz had to be ruled in a non-sectarian 
way. Wahhabism of course would come first but there must be 
place for aU. the other sects of Islam, and freedom of opinion. 
Even so he would not permit proselytizing of doctrines other than 
that of the great Sheildi. No political activity by pilgrims would 
he allow, not even the anti-colonial activities for which Mecca 
had often been so safe a centre. 
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The Hejaz and. the pilgrimage claimed so much of his attention 
that he stayed away from Nejd longer than proved to be wise. 
Two years on end had he spent in the Holy Land meeting the 
world of Islam. The Foreign representatives in Jedda remained 
deeply interested onlookers of the activities of the King. They 
soon saw that Ibn Sa'ud was great enough to understand where 
his limits lay and to stay inside them. He stated clearly that he 
did not want to follow a pan-Islamic policy nor yet a pan-Arabic 
one and he stuck to this principle. The efforts made by a large 
Soviet representation in Jedda to start an anti-Western campaign 
with Muslim subjects of what were called the Colonial Powers, 
failed completely. NationaHst leaders from India, Indonesia and 
Frencli North Africa who tried firom Mecca to rebuild their 
organizations, when these had been uprooted by the Western 
governments, soon learnt that Ibn Sa'ud kept the promises he had 
given to the Western governments. Thus there arose between him 
and those governments a confidence that for long years had not 
been thought possible between the ruler of the Holy Land of 
Islam and the rulers of tlie Christian West. He was the first Ruler 
in Mecca who ever thought of sending his son to Europe in order 
to convey the thanks of his father to the governments who had 
officially recognized him. Several times he sent on missions 
abroad the Amir Faisal, whom he had made Viceroy of the 
Hejaz and his Foreign Secretary. Later on even his eldest son, the 
Crown Prince Sa‘ud, whom he made Governor of Ncjd, went 
abroad. In this way he succeeded in establishing personal relations 
with Western governments and rulers by which he and his 
country benefited. 

There remained one other we%hty matter that demanded the 
attention of the informed foreign observer, and that was whether 
this second Wahhabi wave would contribute to the solution of 
the spiritual crisis in whicli Islam was involved. Islam had been 
stagnant after its initial great period of world domination. It was 
as if that outpouring of energy had been too great and so there 
followed a long reaction. Efforts at expansion in the Christian¬ 
ized West had long ceased. East and south where Islam met 
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polytheistic creeds the propaganda went on successfully and when 
Islam hit up against Christian Missions she more than held her 
ground. Africa proved to be a promising field for Islam and 
what was then British India and the Dutch East Indies contained 
the future Muslim Republics of Pakistan and Indonesia. The in¬ 
disputable fact remained, however, that the world was dominated 
by the Christian West and the defection of Turkey firom the 
Muslim ranks served to underhae Western supremacy. The 
Muslim nations thus reaUaed how far they had lagged behind, 
materially and spiritually, and began to look for an answer to 
the challenge of the West. It was dien that the East realized that 
its religious code, made to suit die entirely different conditions 
of hundreds of years ago, was unsuitcd to the changed world of 
today and unable to provide the desired answer. 

Some radical reform was necessary and several were tried. An 
earher reform that had once made some impression had been 
undertaken by the Sheikh Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab in 
combination with the Sa'uds more than a hundred years ago. It 
had failed as soon as in Mecca it came in contact with the inter- 
lutional world of Islam, for in those days Islam was not ready for 
such a radical attempt at reformation. Cairo which considers itself 
the intellectual centre of Islam had made its contribution to the 
problem in the modernist movement started by Jamal ad-Din al 
Afghani, and deepened and expanded by Muhammad ‘Abduh, 
but this movement is in decline in spite of Rashid Ridha’s 
activity. 

I used to take particular note of the/iftm issued by the ‘Uhma 
—^the scholars of religion—now established in Mecca, but 
formerly in ar-Riyadh, in which they gave authoritative pro¬ 
nouncements on the problems of Islam, hi tone they sounded 
curiously remote firom modem times yet it was just this archaism 
that prevailed in Mecca. The Intemational University of Islam as 
orientalists once had called the gathering of teachers and 
students of theology in the Masjid al Haram in Mecca, seemed to 
be withering under the desert breath of Wahhabism. 

Thus expectations of a spiritual rebirth of Islam aroused by 
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first contacts with Ibn Sa'ud gradually faded. Not the least of his 
diflSculties in giving a spiritual lead was Ibn Sa'ud’s need to soften 
the asperities of his Wahhabi mentors. In those early days he had 
no alternative but to acquiesce in the introduction of Nejdi 
Puritanism in the Hejaz. Smoking, music-making, the con¬ 
sumption of alcohol and the wearing of gold and jewellery and 
silk garments were strictly forbidden and performance of the five 
daily ritual prayers in the mosque was made obUgatory. When the 
azan —the call to prayer—sounded poHce patrols with long canes 
would stride through the streets shouting: as-salat! as-salat !— 
to prayer! to prayer!—^and beat upon the closed shutters and 
doors of the shops in the markets to frighten any who might be 
hiding there. Those who did not walk in the direction of the 
mosque were helped on their way. Five times a day the town 
was like a town of the dead. No sound was to be heard other than 
the shouts of tlie patrols followed by the murmur of prayers 
punctuated with the massive *‘amins” of the gathered crowds. 
Often on leaving the mosques the names of the faithful were 
checked. Thus much of the day-time was taken up with the out¬ 
ward performance of reHgious duties, enforced and poHce- 
controUed. Soon it proved to be impossible to force this rhythm 
of life on the towns of pilgrimage of Jedda, Mecca and Medina, 
but in the rest of the Wahhabi state it was carried out. The result 
was that spontaneous devotions gave place to organized reUgion 
and the basis of worship changed from love to fear. 

The hard, set faces of those who practised Wahhabi doctrine, 
the harsh voices that used to echo through the streets when the 
caU of prayer sounded, and the blows rained on doors and shutters, 
seemed to suggest a sinister side to these earnest attempts at 
reformation. Qur'anic punishments were reintroduced: amputa¬ 
tion of a hand or foot for theft, beating with a stick for drunken¬ 
ness, hanging and stoning to death for worse offences. Punish¬ 
ments were carried out in the principal squares, preferably, for 
maximum effect, on Fridays whai the men came from the salat. 
But how primitive they seemed to onlookers with a background 
other than that of a desert ghazul Where only Sa'udi subjects, 
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beduins and slaves were concerned such practices could not be 
questioned but it is noteworthy that no general attempt was 
made to apply qur'anic punishments to non-Sa‘udis. 

Then little by Httle Ibn Sa'ud withdrew his Nejdis from the 
towns of the Hejaz and in their place put more mundane persons 
to ensure obedience to the rules of public worship and to watch 
over public morals. The committees he had established through¬ 
out the Wahhabi state ‘to encourage that which is good and to 
shun that which is evil’ were now, in the Hejaz, chosen fi:om the 
local population although central control remained in Nejd. 

I myself noted how difficult the position often became for Ibn 
Sa'ud during his popular public audiences. Dozens of local 
notables, some of the Nejdi 'ulama and guests of different nation¬ 
alities were usually to be found there. On one occasion I had the 
good fortune to meet there the then weU-loiown Shekib Arslan, a 
Syrian nationalist who used to live in Geneva, then the seat of the 
League of Nations. 

Shekib had come hoping to pursuadc Ibn Sa'ud not to go to 
war with his southern neighbour, the Imam Yahya of the Yemen, 
when war seemed imminent. Shekib was an orator and thought 
his arguments convincing, and with much feeling he tried to 
dissuade his fellow Arab from embarking on a featricidal war. 
The Nejdis listened first in amazement and then with growing 
vexation. The Hejazis enjoyed a discussion such as they imagined 
to be common in poHtical drcles in the outside world. The King 
listened with a tolerant smile and only occasionally interposed a 
remark. Shekib, much encouraged, grew bold. He produced his 
final, conclusive argument: “Oh Your M:qesty the King, just 
think of all the trouble, the never-ending anxiety and work this 
war would bring on you!” 

Ibn Sa'ud laughed amusedly. “Oh my dear honoured friend 
Shekib,” he said, “how much you are mistaken! Troubles, you 
say, if there is war? Not at all; quiet, I tell you, a wonderful time 
of repose 1 Warthne is always my best time. When there is no war 
the sheikhs of the tribes sit in my palace, as do the religious leaders. 
They all come and bother me with theit many complaints and 
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requests. They stay as long as possible knowing that in the palace 
kitchen there is good and plentiful fare. One tliousand you say? 
I tell you that every day tliere are three or four thousand who 
enjoy my hospitality in ar-Riyadh. But when the word is given 
for war, they ^ jump to their feet, take dieir camels and go to the 
storehouses where each one receives his bag of flour and dates and 
his supply of munitions and off they go to war! What quiet for 
me! It is my best time, I assure you, when I am at war!” The King 
laughed, the Nejdis roared aloud, everyone enjoyed the joke and 
Shekib, too, smiled. He understood that he had been outwitted. 

Another time it was Plulby whom the King, in his ignorance, 
silenced. It was after Philby liad become a MusHm, and a Wahha¬ 
bi, and so had the rights of a brother. At akh (brother) ‘Abdallah 
Philby dared to take part in the public conversation more freely. 
The subject on this occasion was natural phenomena and Philby 
had said that the earth was round like a very big ball. 

“I tell you, Philby, that it is flat,” the King retorted. 

“Your Majesty, it is really round and you will soon see this 
proved. We all heard that some days ago tlic airship Graf 
Zeppelin left Lake Constance in South Germany on a tour round 
the world. The airsMp is sailing straight ahead, crossing the 
Atlantic to North America and then on and on and insha‘aAllah — 
if God wills—slic will pass over Siberia and eventually come down 
again at Lake Constance. She does not sail away from this flat 
disc to disappear into the unending space. You will see her return 
to her starting point.” 

“Philby,” said the King, “Allah’s word says that the earth is 
flat, and thus it is,” and tlrat was the end of the discussion. But 
what light did it throw on Ibn Sa*ud’s fitness to deal with the 
problem of reconciling Islam to the needs of the modem world? 

‘Brother’ Philby was often a thorn in the King’s side, so much 
so that Arabs connected with the court told me that at times the 
King asked Philby to go away for some months. These absences 
Philby most profitably spent in exploration of the interior to his 
own refreshment and to the advancement of the common fund 
of knowledge. It is Hkdy too that reports spread about Philby 
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were more likely to be actuated by jealous than by iEnendly 
feelings towards him. But sometimes there were facts even more 
annoying than a Philby. "What the King had denied to Philby 
appeared some days later printed and illustrated in new books that 
had been ordered from Egypt for the schools of the Hejaz. 
Possibly to Ibn Sa'ud Western geographical knowledge was 
simple modernism but in print at least he was to let it pass as long 
as it did not upset his Wahhabi advisers and censors. He knew full 
well that Wahhabism had no answer to many modem problems. 
His great forefather had had a spiritual guide at his side, ‘Abd al 
Wahhab, but Ibn Sa'ud liad to answer all his own problems him¬ 
self, and this made him a lonely man. He was a great desert 
warrior, he could understand and lead men, he was even a states¬ 
man with understanding of world politics, but he was no real 
spiritual leader, and he feiled to guide his people in the present 
day problems of Islam. But it is only fair to add that where he 
failed no one else throughout the whole world of Islam has yet 
succeeded. The spiritual rebirth of Islam is yet to come. 
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The Pilgrimage 


In the Hejaz Ibn Sa'ud’s chief problem was that of the pilgrim¬ 
age. Pilgrims, coming as they did from all over tlie Mushm world 
could make or mar him. The pilgrimage, too, liad in those days to 
provide his government with its major source of income. It was 
the Hejaz and not Nejd that now ran his kingdom for liim. 
Wahhabi aiticism of King Husain’s exploitation and ill-treatment 
of pilgrims had been loud and long. Now it was for the Wahhabi 
to show what he could do. 

The first benefit Ibn Sa'ud brought to the pilgrims was com¬ 
plete security. Pilgrim memories, however, are short and this 
greatest gift was soon taken for granted. In King Husain’s days the 
foreign Consuls at the end of each hajj season used to present to the 
Kii^ their bills of indemnities claimed in respect of pilgrims 
killed by beduins. The object of these claims was to spur the 
authorities into protecting the pilgrim caravans. No claims were 
made once Ibn Sa‘ud had taken over control of the country, for 
pilgrims were no longer kdlcd or robbed. 

But the pilgrim was exposed to other, if lesser, ills and had also 
to be protected against them. One of these had been the shortage 
of water in Jedda and in the meeting-places of the hajj. Jedda 
depended a great deal on condensed sea-water. A second con¬ 
denser for the town was ordered from Scotland and a capable 
British mechanic was put in charge of the water-condensing 
units of the town. In my ten years of residence in Jedda I never 
experienced any serious shortage of drinking water but the poorer 
classes could not afford to buy the expensive moya kindasa — 
condensed water—^that was sold by Negro women carrying tins 
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on their heads and loudly praising its qualities as they walked 
through the back streets. The poor lived on brackish water from 
the wells in the desert or on rain-water from the under¬ 

ground reservoirs—^that dated from pre-condenser days. In the 
pilgrims’ meeting-places in the desert the water supply was 
largely a question of distribution and in the hands of a strong 
government no shortages were to be feared. Pilgrims siifiered too 
from manipulation of the rates of exchange, so Ibn Sa'ud kept the 
money-changers under sharp control. He also admitted a foreign 
bank, the Netherlands Trading Society, mto the country and even 
used it as a kind of State bank. 

Hygiene was another important problem. Western govern¬ 
ments had long been obliged to protect pilgrims against the 
danger of their contracting infections during the hajj, and spread¬ 
ing epidemics on return to their own countries. 

Intemationally the Hejaz had a bad reputation for health and the 
pilgrims had to suffer for it m quarantine stations established to 
prevent the contamination of the outside world. From the 
beginning Ibn Sa’ud gave much attention to this problem. He 
sought foreign advice and soon realized that a bacteriological 
laboratory was essential. The Netherlands Government sent him a 
good bacteriologist and, together with his own medical service 
headed by a capable Syrian, they worked well so that from the 
third year of his accession onwards no m^or epidemic marred the 
pilgrimage. This does not mean that performing the hajj at once 
became a healthy undertaking. By no means. There were no 
more raging epidemics but a good many pilgrims still paid for 
their obedience to die ‘fifth piUar’ of the Muslim creed, the hajj, 
with death. I myself have seen sick and dying pilgrims in die 
crowded streets and squares of Jedda where they were camping 
in the open. They could have been taken to the town hospital, but 
that was then a place of despair and feared by every pilgrim 
who was not on the point of death. I shall never forget those 
hospital wards full of dying patients who had been picked up 
in Ae streets for I used to go there with our Javanese doctor to 
make sure that there were no Jawi patients among them. These 
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poor creatures, covered with flies, for whom there was but little 
care and less treatment, had no better hope than early death for 
they all knew that they had reached the end of their earthly 
pilgrim a ge. One could smeU the different diseases and one could 
tell from the corridors which wards were for cases of dysentery 
as the faeces would flow imder the doors. Here I saw diseases 
known to me by name only and long since banished from the 
lands of Western hygiene. I remember a dying black man from 
south of Lake Tsad who kept me by his bedside by his imploring 
eyes. In vain his -wife tried to keep the flies away from his face, 
^e helped him utter his appeal to me. 

“Do get him away from here! If only we reach the deck of one 
of your ships he will be saved.” He followed my reactions with 
his eyes and made a great effort pointing to his mattress: 

“There is money, a lot. I can pay. I have kept it from their 
clutches. For God’s sake, help me!” And then to know I could do 
nothing. 

The Hejaz at that time was a long way from having a clean 
hospital with a good stafiT of doctors, with nurses trained for their 
task and, above all, with food suitable for their starved patients 
and medicines to treat them. All that would take time and money. 
It would also mean employing a new type of men, not the scum 
of nearby nations but men of professional competence who were 
williug to serve the suflfering and the dying on Allah’s road. 
The number who fell on that road, in the desert and in the streets 
of Jedda was stfll great but tlie Sa'udi administration broughtabout 
many improvements and the horrifying tales of Jedda stricken 
with epidemics and quarantine stations that were places of despair, 
belonged to the past. 

It must also not be forgotten that the sojourn in the Hejaz is 
only part of the pilgrimage. Before they arrive at the gates of 
their Holy Land many pilgrims have already gone through their 
greatest trials. I met some along the desert tracks of Arabia who 
told me astonishing stories of wanderings on their road to salva¬ 
tion. Some were African pilgrims who had walked across the 
whole breadth of the Dark Continent and had been years on the 
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way. I lad a black servant wbo, as a child, travelled four years 
widi his parents to reach Mecca. There both parents died and he 
went the way of all black children left without protection in this 
land: he was sold as a slave. A predecessor of nnne had bought 
him and set him free. I met straggling groups of hidians, mpn 
and women, who had come in s ailin g boats to some East 
Arabian harbour. There they started to walk inland across the 
Peninsula. I remember a group I had once met at night walking 
from the south coast of Arabia in the direction of Mecca. It was 
long since they had left their villages, setting out without money, 
life before them could scarcely be harder than it had been at 
home. They had no luggage and for food and water they depended 
on the tribes through whose territory they passed. Next year they 
hoped to be in Mecca if God willed. 

Even the pilgrims travelling by ship often had to go through 
many hardships. Here it was there governments or the govern¬ 
ments of the nationality of the ships concerned who were to be 
blamed when pilgrims suffered on board and not the Wahhabi 
administration. I saw many cases of sufferings that ought never 
to have happened. In the case of the burning of the French ship 
Asia both sides were to be blamed. 

The Asia rode at anchor in the outer harbour of Jedda with a 
full complement of pilgrims on board, ready to sail before day¬ 
break the following morning. Before taking her North African 
pilgrims back to the Mediterranean the Asia proposed to make a 
short trip to harbours on the other side of the Red Sea. There 
was not much in the way of control of live cargo in those days 
and a dangerously large number of passengers had been taken on 
board. It was asticky, hotnight on which only colouredpassengers 
could survive in the holds of a ship lying at anchor in the outer 
harbour of Jedda in summer-time. The wind-sails had been 
hoisted to catch every bit of breeze. And then the tragedy 
happened. Fire broke out. Breaking open dbe sealed wireless 
cabin the ship signalled for assistance to the shore when the crew 
failed to get the fire under control. The shore did not answer as 
the men of the wirdess station were not on duty. Then rockets 
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were fired from the bridge. The people ob shore seeing the 
many-coloured fireworks said: 

“They are having a fantasia —a show—^to divert their pilgrims 
as all is ready now for saihng to-morrow.” 

The captain of the Asia then let the ship’s syren roar its SOS 
to inform the ships in the inner harbour because their wireless 
cabins were still scaled. Only then did they become aware of 
what was going on. Immediately the other ships lowered and 
mann ed their hfe-boats and rowed in the dark to the French ship 
where flames now began to appear and were soon roaring up¬ 
wards. On hoard the Asia the crew had given up the struggle and 
tried to get the boats lowered. The eighteen hundred odd 
pilgrims were seized with panic and stormed the boats, some of 
which turned over while stiU. hanging in die davits, odiers were 
not properly lowered and were hanging upside down having shot 
their occupants into the water, with others die ropes had snapped 
and the boats were dangling idly against the side of the ship. 
Hell had broken loose. The captain gave the word “sauve qui 
pent” and pilgrims who had the courage to jump overboard or 
who had climbed down ropes fastened to the rails were picked 
up by boats from the other ships. Wlien I, having been roused 
by my launch driver in the middle of die night, arrived on the 
scene die Asia was ablaze from stem to stem and the roar of the 
flames drowned the cries of despair of the victims of the disaster. 
Many days later I saw satnbuks piled with the dead bodies of 
drowned pi^rims who had been washed ashore to the south on 
coral reefs and islands. Jedda had proved to be unequal to deal 
with such emergencies; the crew of the Asia too. International 
regulations for the sea transport of the pilgrims had to be im¬ 
proved and control tightened. 

Ibn Sa‘ud, with very restricted means, did whatever he could. 
This problem of human masses, nearly all coming from under¬ 
developed parts of the world, travelling without experience and 
often with insufficient means, was absolutely new to him. In 
those first two years of his rule of the Holy Land of Islam he was 
confronted with many difficulties. The men from Syria, Egypt, 
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Iraq and other Arab countries who offered their services were as 
little experienced as he and their standards were very low. Ibn 
Sa‘ud was badly hampered by lack of money, and here we touch 
upon Ibn Sa'ud’s abiding problem. This pageant of humanity 
that yearly moved towards his coxmtry had to be protected and 
helped but at the same time it brought to his country its tYieans of 
existence. The first World War had been followed by years of 
misrule and then of internal war; so it is not to be wondered at 
that the economic situation was very weak. The TCing could not 
afford to lower the pilgrim’s taxes, all he could do was to make 
sure that the pilgrim got service for what he paid so dearly. 

The first p%rimage after the conquest of Jedda had, in the 
Hejaz, been awaited with small hopes. The outside world neither 
trusted nor liked Wahhabi doctrine and methods. They were 
feared, those fanatics from the desert. In that first year of Wahhabi 
triumph only the brave came to see whether the Holy Land under 
its new order was safe for pilgrims. The impressions which they 
took home with them must have been good indeed for the 
following season of 1926-7 was to bring m a record number of 
pilgrims. The Dutch Consulate, for instance, had never before 
registered such a number: more than sixty-five thousand pilgrims 
came from the Dutch East Indies alone. A sigh of rehcf went up 
firom the people of the Hejaz and also, no doubt, from the man at 
the helm. The blessings for which so many prayers had been 
said, were so sudden and abimdant that the country could 
scarcely cope with them. Transport by primitive motor-buses 
had made its appearance and began to compete with the camel 
which had been sanctioned for the performance of the hajj by the 
Prophet himself. When it was seen how great were the profits 
made in motor transport the government decided to monopolize 
that trade for itself. But its organization soon broke down much 
to the satisfaction of the bus companies. Gradually the regulations 
concerned with the hajj improved. 

We, the foreign representatives, all of us interested in the well¬ 
being of our nation^, saw how vain it was to expect rapid 
progress in a country as backward as was the Hgaz after centuries 
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of Turkish misrule and ten years of Hashimi administration. 
Corruption could not be eraicated by fear only. It soon re¬ 
appeared and became firmly seated, first in tb.e high places and 
then in the lower ranks. This evil was beyond Ibn Sa‘ud’s power 
to control and possibly he was not very interested in it. To him 
money and property had never been more than a means to an 
end. He wanted money, but not for himself to live in luxury. He 
preferred the beduin way of living, the simple food of the desert, 
eaten with the fingers, life in tents with the breeze and the smell 
of the desert aroimd him. That is what he told me and my col¬ 
leagues on several occasions when he, after a polite struggle with 
cutlery, reverted to eating with his hands and praising the best of 
aU food: camel’s milk, dates, rice and a whole-cooked sheep. He 
wanted money to distribute among the poor of the towns, 
villages and tribes he passed on his way. He wanted to give 
royal presents to his visitors and to the men who served him. The 
financial part of the administration he completely left to the 
untrained hands of his naturally gifted Minister of Finance, his 
most faithful servant ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman al Hamdan. This 
man of luiimpressive appearance was never prominent in public, 
but in reality, after the King, he was the most influential person 
during die whole of the latter’s reign. ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman 
had liis own ideas about state finances. He never admitted that 
such a thing existed, nor did the King. For him it was the King’s 
private money and he as a trusted servant could make free use of 
it so long as the King’s financial demands were met. 

In the years of financial straits time-honoured oriental weak¬ 
nesses began to appear; lavish gifts to friends and immediate 
associates and neglect of die under-dog who was often left long 
in arrears of pay. I saw again around me the seemingly illogical 
fact that in a very poor country there is always a chance for 
unscrupulous officials to make money out of the utter poverty 
of the mass. Here, too, I saw how frugally this semi-desert 
society could live and how it could tighten its bdt round an empty 
stomach. For, after the years of pilgrim abundance lean years 
followed. The cost of the administration had to be reduced and 
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owing to the diminishing number of pilgrims those that came 
had to be taxed more heavily to meet the needs of die state. By 
acting thus Ibn Sa'ud quickly lost the good reputation he had 
sought to establish in Muslim countries. The income from the 
pilgrimage proved to be unstable and was dependent more on 
uncontrollable circumstances in the outside world than on 
conditions in Arabia itself. However receipts from the pilgrimage 
were his main pillar of support and morally a very weak pillar, 
for whoever depends for his income on other people’s obedience 
to divine laws is in danger of commercializing religion. It is the 
danger to which all inhabitants of holy places or centres of 
pilgrimage and devotional ceremonies are exposed. There is 
much truth in the saying: ‘The nearer to Rome the worse the 
Roman CathoHc.’ No one was more aware of the demoraliza¬ 
tion of the Hejazis by their commercialized rehgion than Ibn 
Sa'ud and his Wahhabis. They had come to purify the temple 
and now they felt the contamination attacking themselves. 
The double task of making the Hejaz a holy land, a place where 
pilgrims would be able to enter into the presence of Allah and the 
collection of their money as a means of sustenance for the laud 
was too difficult even for Ibn Sa‘ud. He at least saw the danger and 
wanted to be free of it but in those early years of his rule over the 
Holy Land he could find no odier way of paying for his govern¬ 
ment. 

The income from the hajj had now not only to provide for the 
needs of the Holy Land but also to meet the yearly deficit on the 
rest of the Walihabi state. The Hejaz now had to provide for 
itself and for Nejd as well. Thus to put it crudely the disintegra¬ 
tion of Wahhabism set in when the Wahhabis cashed in on the 
Hejaz. We in Jedda in those years did not know that a remedy 
was near at hand. All our attrition was concentrated on the 
pil grim age and most of the local conversation turned on that 
problem. Would the hajj increase in importance in the world of 
Islam or would obedience to the fifth pillar of the faith decrease? 
Would the amelioration of conditions in the Holy Land draw 
more pilgrims to Mecca or would it make this road to salvation 
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jose its value? The better hygienic conditions, a modemi2ed 
transport system, security, m short a stream-lming of the hajj 
in conformity with the rest of the world—^would it attract greater 
numbers of believers? I did not think so. 

I spent many hours watching the pdgrim caravans pressing 
through the narrow Mecca gate of Jedda and then fanning out 
into die desert when the setting sun lit up the sand and wreathed 
the distant lulls. The pilgrim believes that in going to Mecca he 
obeys a divine command. At the holy places he will earn mani¬ 
fold blessings. His heart is longing for peace, for happiness, and 
being a Muslim he yearns to deserve them. That is why Mecca is 
such an ideal goal for the pilgrim. Mecca, the town of which the 
Quran says that ‘AUah placed it in a wadi without vegetation’, 
where dark-coloured rocks close in from all sides on the narrow 
sandy valley. Mecca has no scenery to refiresh the eye and its 
climate is one of the worst imaginable. The night breeze refreshes 
a town like Jedda, but the walls of rock around Mecca radiate the 
heat absorbed during the day and the breeze becomes dry and 
burning hot. Thus the people in Mecca have no respite even at 
night. No one goes to Mecca to enjoy the scenery or the climate 
but only in obedience to the will of God, accepting suffering 
and even seeking hardships in the simple conviction that the 
promised blessing will then be merited. It is die same with the 
long, trying journey to reach this land of promise. This journey 
offers plenty of time for meditation, for prayer and devout living. 
It provides an opportunity to acquire merit and to reap the 
blessings reserved for the soul at peace ■with itself. The attendant 
circumstances of the pilgrimage should approximate as nearly as 
possible those of the days of the Prophet. The Holy Land of I^m 
should not offer material comfort nor resemble the rest of the 
world. It should remain unchanged, a hard country^ so that he 
who goes there must suffer and sacrifice at least some of the 
comforts he enjoys in his normal life. 

Ibn Sa*ud never spoke to me about this but he referred several 
times to a danger that threatened other Muslim countries. This 
■was that the independence of Muslim nations who were formerly 
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under Western domination led to neglect of the hajj by their 
governments and peoples. Where politics and economics become 
a national preoccupation religion is pushed into the background. 
The Holy Land of Islam in the past profited by the fact that 
Western rulers of Muslim nations never interfered with the 
fireedom of the subjects to perform the hajj and this not merely 
for political reasons but out of respect for rehgion. Under their 
rule these countries prospered and the number of pilgrims in¬ 
creased yearly. But other governments have interfered with and 
restricted the number of pilgrims for various reasons. Russia and 
Persia, for instance, Afghanistan and modem Turkey. Newly 
independent MusHm governments have followed the same line 
and proved that Ibn Sa'ud was nght in being apprehensive about 
the future of the hajj. 

In our days the hajj is rapidly losing its importance. The profits 
have sunk and other, far more important, sources of income have 
taken their place in the Sa'udi budget. Pilgrims and pilgrim 
sheikhs are no longer the chief topic of conversation in Jedda. 
Pilgrims now walk ashore from ships that tie up alongside a 
modem pier. They then go straight through concrete customs 
buildings to ‘pilgrim town’, a practical, ugly, modem kind of 
pilgrim barracks and in motor-buses they are carried over an 
asphalt road to Mecca. An ever-growing number of pilgrims 
arrive by air and touch the sacred soil of the Hejaz when they 
climb down to the concrete runway of an American-built aero¬ 
drome. If they arrive at night-time they are greeted by the neon 
%hts and advertisements telling them that Coca-Cola will do 
them good. 

I was very fortunate to have been in the Hgaz before the hajj 
was modernized, although I paid for sharing in its picturesque 
and romantic side by also sharing in the risks to one’s health. 
In those days the presence of p%rims gave a festive air to the 
crowded bazaars and lanes of Jedda. The crowds were representa¬ 
tives of all the lands of Islam. They came in their natioml cos¬ 
tumes, often more fitted for snow and hail than the sweltering 
heat of Jedda. Some put up tents in the open squares of the town 
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or in the desert outside the town wall hut the majority waited in 
houses in Jedda for camel transport. Those camels with cumber¬ 
some htters, the so-called shuqdtifs —^which were slung in pairs, 
one on each side of the animal and protected against the sun by a 
hood of palm-mattmg—^would choke the streets of the town. 
How diverting it was to see them being loaded with pilgrims 
who had never seen a camel before and who were obviously 
scared by the curious animal. Pear and laughter often go together 
and so it was when pilgrims from Java took their first ride on a 
camel. If one had the ear one could also learn much of the Arab 
art of swearing on those occasions. Then one after the other the 
caravans would wind out of the gate, men and animals happy to 
regain the wide open spaces with their silence and fresh desert air. 
The pilgrims, all dressed in ihram, the head of the men shaved, 
much resembled one another. Yet it was easy to tell wliich pil¬ 
grims were coming. One had only to listen. A caravan of Javanese 
would resound with the merry gossip and laughter of these 
grown-up children from Java who had never before seen either 
desert or camel and enjoyed the excitement of tliis last part of 
their long journey. There would be shouts from one shuqduf 
to another until an older traveller would recall the holy purpose 
of their journey and start reciting some verses of the Qu'ran. 
A sudden silence would fall on the caravan as the yoimger 
members waited for the ‘ameen’ in which they would join with 
fervour. Then the whispering would soon begin again, their 
hearts being too uplifted for them to be silent in those hours of 
approaching fulfilment. As the music of happiness slowly faded 
with the passing of that caravan, the sound of the following one 
would draw nearer. Here instead of laughter there would be 
whining, short prayers as lamentations; a procession of poor, 
sorrowful people was drawing near. They must be Indian 
pdgrims. There were only few shuqdufs in their caravan and those 
who could afford to ride had no money to pay for a protecting 
hood overhead. Many of their company could not even afford to 
ride but stumbled painfully through the sand trying to keep up 
with the long strides of tlie camels. In true hardship they struggled 
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on the last stretch of their journey. I remember an old, bent, little 
woman, who, dimly aware of my motor-car parked beside the 
track, came tottering my way. She evidently hoped for a lift 
and in a plaintive voice started tcUing Allah how iH and tired she 
was and how much she feared to fail so near the goal. Then she 
came close enough to discover that it was a nasrani who was 
standing there. I saw the expression of her face change to one of 
horror. AJlah! O God! and, starting her complaint anew, she 
tried to catch up with the caravan that had moved on. 

The Indians were followed by the poorest of all the pilgrims to 
Allah’s House: the black men and women from Africa. They 
had no camels and usually all of them walked. The desert was not 
new to them, it was no enemy. Their ihram was of the cheapest 
material, a thin yellowish cotton with their black bodies shining 
through. There was a father, tall and upright with a bundle of 
spears for self-defence on his shoulder and two or three kettles 
danghng from it. Then a mother witli a cumbrous bundle on her 
head, some calabashes peeping out of it, a child holding on to her 
loin-cloth and another being carried on her hip. There followed 
similar famiHes, quietly and happdy walking on with their trust in 
Allah. They answered with a broad smile when I called out a 
word of greeting. The black man was a humble man and liked to 
talk •with the nasrani who paid attention to him and was kind. 
I had long talks with some of these men from the Dark Continent 
and aU had a story to tell of their years of travel. They did not 
walk all tlic time. “When we got tired and thin, we would stop 
and work till we were rested and fed and sometimes we had a 
ride on a railway, sitting together on top of the goods in open 
■vans, in the heat and the dust, but going at speed in the good 
direction towards Mecca.” Simple but mo-ving were the stories I 
heard. Can one forget a man seen further inland, resting "with his 
lean, naked, Httle son? I asked him why he took this child with 
him, exposing him to all the dangers of such a hard journey. Did 
he not love the child? He stared at me. 

“Not love my boy, you said?” 

“Why then did you take liim with you?” 
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Then he told me his story. He was well-to-do for a black man, 
he was happy and he had not thought of going to Mecca. Then 
he had a dream and on waking up he knew what he had to do. 
He left his cows and wife and children and started on his way to 
Mecca. But after some months he got so homesick that he turned 
round and walked back. 

“When I saw that all was right,” he continued, “I took this 
boy with me, I had to have with me someone from home. He 
was still very small and used to ride on my shoulder as I went, 
and now, look how tall he is! He walked all the way to Medina 
and back and now I shall go once more to Mecca to say goodbye 
to ‘Bait Ullah’. 

“How long,” I asked, “did it take you to walk to Medina?” 

“We did it in forty nights, and back in the same time,” and 
while he said it his eyes caressed the lean black little body beside 
him. 

These are glimpses at the human drama of the hajj. They 
touched me deeply as I have no doubt they would touch any 
onlooker. One does not associate the tenderer feelings much with 
Philby but in the early days many is the time that I have seen 
Philby take some ill or exhausted pUgrim into his car and bring 
him safely in. I saw tliis great hmnan striving after salvation 
while it was stiU at its peak. Islam is nearing its crisis and so is 
the /ji^f/.IbnSa'ud’s rule of the laud of pilgrimage sped the process. 
He made the hajj a safe, healthy and easy undertaking. At the very 
end of his life, when his land was no longer dependent on the 
income of the hajj, he even made it cheap. In doing aU this he 
made the hajj spiritually cheap too. An impressive institution 
of Islam seems thus to be in rapid decline in the world of Islam 
today. 
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The Arrival of the Americans 


My first period of service in Arabia came to an end in August 
1931. It had been an unusually hot summer. The pilgrimage was 
over and Jedda load sunk back into her months of rest and into her 
private self now that all her visitors had left with their small 
remnant of luggage, their exhausted bodies and their longing to be 
away from the land where they were no longer welcome. Jedda 
had entered upon her half year of being left alone, a friendly, 
dreamy Httle town where the streets were empty and the suqs 
silenced. Inside the houses one tried to sleep away the heavy hours 
of the heat waiting for the sunset, when the little breeze of the 
night would make Hfe supportable for a while. With my head 
wrapped in a towel and arms leaking on to blotting-paper I 
sweated through the days finishing my last reports, my farewell 
to tlie work I had done in Ibn Sa'ud’s country. 

My activities had recently extended beyond the borders of the 
Wahhabi land, for my Government had ordered me to under¬ 
take some diplomatic missions. The first was to the other side of 
the Red Sea to report on conditions in Eritrea where Mussolini 
no longer made a secret of his imperialistic plans of expansion. 
For me, with my background of the Civil Service in the Dutch 
East Indies, it was very interesting to see what Fascism with its 
young energy and its ruthless short-cut to power did and said. 
The second journey, a reconnaissance in the Yemen, was a very 
different task and one I hked much better. The Yemen was a 
world by itself and an antiquated one. TraveUing into this for¬ 
bidden country where behind the ranges of high, rocky mount¬ 
ains an old, grey-bearded, thick-set patriarch ruled, was for me a 
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second venture into Arabia. It was a country of inspiring mount¬ 
ain scenery, a museum of antiquity, a land where tlie friendly 
picturesquencss of its people was infinitely attractive to the 
traveller from the West. The Yemeni officials were oppressive 
but Arabs and Jews ahke, and of the latter there were many 
hving, as always in the Yemen, in segregation, seemed to beHeve 
in a just, fatherly ruler far-away in San'a. 

After the Yemeni journey I had set out for what later proved 
to be my greatest Arabian adventrurc and the one that caused me 
to be dubbed ‘The Dutchman who added a province to the 
British Empire.’ Our Foreign Department sent me to the Had- 
hramaut, the native land of the nearly one hmidred thousand 
Arabs who lived in the Dutch East Indies and who, although 
small in number in that great country had for centuries taken an 
important place in its religious and economic Bfe. The Hadhram- 
aut had had its Western travellers in the second half of the nine¬ 
teenth century but since the eighteen-nineties visits had stopped 
and I was, much to my astonishment, to inaugurate a new period 
of acploration of that unique land of which the world then knew 
so little but many of whose inhabitants knew so much of the 
world. Some indeed had made great fortunes abroad and returned 
home to enjoy them. They had made their wadi into a scries of 
oases where a notable architecture flourished in the pure Arabian 
tradition but where, unhappily, internal wars and blood feuds 
banished security. My fi:iend Dr, Von Wissmann accompanied 
me and so turned the journey into a scientific mission. 

Tired, but much enriched, and more enamoured than ever with 
Arabia and Arabs, I returned to Jedda in July 1931. There I 
prepared to leave the place where I had seen a great man making 
history. There I had been permitted a glimpse of Arabia’s mystery, 
the greatness of its past and the potentialities of its future. But I 
felt that my farewell to Jedda was not to be a goodbye to Arabia. 
There was more work there for Von Wissmann and myself. We 
had promised each other that one day we would go back to South 
West Arabia and try to complete what we had left unfinished. 

So the early part of 1939 saw us back in the Aden hinterland 
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and the Hadhramaut and that seemed to be the end of it so far as 
I was concerned. Again I went back to the Civil Service in the 
Dutch East Indies as I had done after leaving Jedda in 1931. Then 
the second World War came, Holland was overrun and the 
Netherlands Government transferred itself to London. 

There it was decided to send me back to Jedda rather than keep 
the post vacant because the official no minall y in. charge had 
happened to be in Holland when the Germans invaded the 
country. So from Macassar in Celebes, where I was then an 
Assistant Residait, my wife and I set out in January 1941 on what 
proved to be a long and eventful journey. But it ended well when 
our small party landed safely in Jedda on the first of April 1941. 
I found a country in much difficulty. 

The flow of pilgrims, which up to then had been the principal 
source of revenue, had practically stopped with the outbreak of 
the war. Sea transport was seriously imperilled by German 
submarines and there was a great demand for ships for war 
purposes. Those employed on regular services were diverted to 
other uses and the Red Sea remained a danger zone until the 
Italians in Ethiopia and Eritrea surrendered. As a port Jedda was 
unvisited. An unusually long period of drought had caused the 
harvest of dukhn and dhurra —^millet—to fail in nearly the whole of 
the Arabian Peninsula. Even in good years the harvests of Arabia 
were never sufficient to satisfy the needs of the population and 
now fa min e knocked at the door. Had not Great Britain, hard 
pressed though she herself was, come to the rescue the con¬ 
sequences might have been much more serious than they were. 
But in addition to supplying her own territories of Aden with its 
hinterland and the Hadhramaut for which she had a direct 
responsibility, England brought relief to Ibn Sa‘ud. This was less 
a question of sympathy than of policy. The British government 
re^ed that there was no more effective means of ensuring the 
goodwill of the Muslim world than in keeping the Holy Land 
of Islam viable. Thus not only was it necessary for foodstufis to 
be sent to Ibn Sa‘ud, although he was unable to pay for them, 
but also money was required to pay his poHce, army and 
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administrative staff on whom order, security and the organization 
of government, such as it was, depended. 

At regular intervals therefore ships arrived with Canadian 
flour, Egyptian wheat and Indian rice. From time to time small 
British patrol boats and larger naval vessels arrived bringing 
cases of newly minted Saudi riyals and English gold pounds, the 
standard coin of the country. Only diose who lived through those 
anxious days can fully understand what this meant to England at 
a time when she was fighting alone against a much stronger 
enemy. Throughout the whole of that period there was never 
any shortage of food in the centres of Muslim pilgrimage and no 
great rise in the cost of living. Great Britain gave efiective help to 
Ibn Sa'ud fi:om the dark beginning till the victorious end of the 
struggle. For his part Ibn Sa'ud had contacts with the Germans 
but was quite outspoken in firont of us. Representatives from the 
West, even in public audience, in declarmg tliat Winston Church¬ 
ill was the outstanding leader of the war and that he, with Allah’s 
help, would lead the Allies to victory. Seldom could his word 
have carried so much useful weight in the Muslim world. 

Yet the situation in Arabia did not make this attitude easy for 
him at aH. Sa'udi government officials were, without exception, 
markedly pro-German. Philby himself did not seem to beUeve 
that England could once more be victorious in a war against 
Germany. He decided to go to the United States on a lecturing 
tour and propagate his rather defeatist ideas dressed in the garm¬ 
ents of love of world peace. Philby seemed not to understand the 
real danger of Hitlerism, the imperative need to protect the world 
from it and the inescapable fact that immimity could only be 
achieved by force. For Ibn Sa'ud’it must have been a relief when 
Philby left Arabia on his way to America via India. The French 
Minister in Jedda, who later was to desert the ranks of die Allies, 
vdiemendy insisted on PHlby’s being put under arrest before he 
could do any further harm. In Bombay Philby was arrested and 
sent to England where he was under supervision until the course 
of events rendered his defeatist views innocuous. 

The English are said to be bad starters and so indeed it seemed 
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again in the first two years of the war when everything went 
wrong for them. The Germans on the other hand made excellent 
propaganda use of their initial victories. They had with them in 
Berlin an Iraqi journalist-adventurer, Yunus al Bahri, whom I 
had met in Jedda in autumn 1930 and in the Yemen when we 
both were travelling there in the beginning of 1931. At that time 
he called himself ‘as-Saih al Iraqi ’—the Iraqi traveller—and he 
could scarcely then have foreseen how high his star was to rise 
when Hitler provided him with a rostrum from which to address 
the whole Arab world. Yunus al Bahri was an immense success. 
His mordant tones were perfectly attuned to Arab ears and he 
quickly became the darling of coffee-shops throughout the 
Middle East. His heroes were the conquering Nazis and his butts 
the wcakhng English and their feeble allies. Germany was the 
real fiiend of the Arabs. In the Jews, did she not share the same 
enemy? The mercurial Yunus was soon to be joined in Berlin 
by another dangerous opponent of Enghsh policy in Arabia, the 
former Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Al Hajj Amin al Husaini. 

Although the number of wireless sets was small in these poor 
countries they attracted large, attentive audiences. The great 
success of Mussolini’s Bari broadcasting station followed by ihe 
even more dangerous Berlin one convinced the B.B.C. that it 
was not sufficient to broadcast in one language, even though it 
was the world language of English. Events in the Arab world 
showed the B.B.C. that her previous attitude was wrong and so 
the first foreign language broadcast was made firom London and 
was in classical Arabic, a world language too. 

During this period of Allied reverses my Government sent me 
on a mission to the Ruler of the Yemen, the Imam Yahya. I 
arrived at San‘a, the capital, in August 1942. Those who com¬ 
prised the Imam’s government were well informed of the 
German viewpoint, for they of course listened to Yunus al Bahri, 
ihe Grand Mufti and other Arab speakers of the BerHn Radio. 
"When I asked the Imam’s Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Qadhi 
Muhammad Raghib, whether they ever listened to die B.B.C. 
he pretended to be offended. “Of course we do I Did not I tell 
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you my government is neutral? We listen to all the voices in the 
air.” Early next morning after this conversation Qadhi Raghib 
sent me a letter "with the text of "what the had broadcast 

the previous night and throughout my stay in San‘a the B.B.C. 
news bulletin in Arabic was handed to me every morning. 

Later I had a talk with the Qadhi about broadcasting. 

“Do you beheve everything you hear on the German radio or 
do you fbinlc that the B.B.C. may possibly be correct?” 

“We know, dear friend, that ^e air is full of lies. We don’t 
give our confidence to either of them.” 

“Wliat do you think of this B.B.C.?” 

“DuU, hopelessly dull, I tell you. That man speaks just like the 
fellow of the weather forecast. DuU facts given in a monotonous 
voice. Then take die Berlin speakers! It is sheer dehght to listen 
to them. Sparks seem to spring from the wireless set when they 
are speaking. Do you hke that dull EngHsh way?” 

“Your Excellency, that is exactly what I Hke about the British 
and what gives me confidence in their broadcasts. This man of 
the B.B.C, cannot be funny and he ought not try. There is no 
reason for us to joke. All the news is sad news for us and diat 
man speaks like ^e weather forecaster because he tells the truth. 
That is why I like him.” 

I hoped that I spoilt some of Qadhi Raghib’s enjoyment of the 
Berlin radio in Arabic. 

But to go back to Jedda where I had arrived on ist April 1941. 
During the night of our crossing fiom Port Sudan to Jedda the 
sea batde for Massawa was fought. We only saw the flashes of the 
salvoes of the warships and heard the rumble of the guns. Next 
day towards sunset the first group of escaping Italian seamen 
approached Jedda -walking along the shore from the south. They 
were dead tired and straggled along showing every sign of 
hunger and thirst. They were stark naked, sunburnt and very 
dirty. The population came pouring out of the gates to "witness 
this unheard-of spectacle and followed them as they were 
guided to the barracks. 

“These are no men. They must be monkeys,” I heard some 
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Arabs say. Word went round through the town asking owners of 
1 otor vehicles to go out with water and bread to meet the men 
wi'o came from ships that were sunk fartlier to the south. 

Ihe local credit of Vichy France was at that time fer from 
high. The Vichy Minister in Jcdda had lost all influence and 
sympathy but he stayed on and tried to make the views of Pdtain 
acceptable to the King. The Italians in the town were soon 
fortified by two thousand of their compatriots, the crews of 
those brand-new Italian torpedo-boats that had escaped from 
Massawa when the English attacked it. The ships had not succeeded 
in reaching the neutral harbour of Jedda and ran ashore south of 
the town. The crews were interned and sent to the quarantine 
islands south of Jedda. The Italians were hated by the Arabs 
because of their conquest of Ethiopia and despised because they 
did not put up a better fight against the British. After the battle 
of Matapan in 194.2 the AUies no longer objected to the repatria¬ 
tion of the Italian naval crews and with them our Italian colleague, 
who had become very lonely in Jedda, disappeared from the 
Arabian scene. The Vichy colleague followed when his money 
ran out and he received no further supplies from his govermnent. 
But Vichy treason opened the door to a bold German attack on 
Arabia. With Vichy-govemed Syria as a base and refuelling 
station for German planes Rashid ‘Ah raised the standard of 
revolt in Iraq, The ‘Golden Square’, so called because the four 
leaders were bought with German gold, nearly succeeded in 
throwing the country open to the Germans. They &iled and 
Rashid ‘AH Gulaini took refuge in ar-Riyadh where he was 
personally safe and poHtically no longer a danger. 

Another, more spectacular, German effort that commanded the 
attention of the Arab world over a much longer period was 
Rommel’s campaign in the Western desert. He too failed in his 
effort to force a way for Germany into Arabia. When his army 
stood at al ‘Alamain where at night the fights of Alexandria could 
be seen reflected in the sky, Rommel in Berlin spoke these proud 
words: “I have my foot between the doors of die gate to Egypt 
and I shall enter through them.” Rommel did not enter those 
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doors but bis victories in the Western desert caused a panic in 
Egypt and Palestine and again it was not easy for an Arab ruler 
to remain faithful to the Allies. 

"When the fortunes of war began to turn the Arabs gradually 
turned with them and began to believe what Ibn Saud re~ 
iterated that justice was on the side of the Allies and that therefore 
Allah would give them victory. When America had tahen her 
place in the rmks of the Allies Ibn Saud’s entourage grudgingly 
admitted that tlie King had been right and that Germany would be 
defeated again. 

It now became lurgent for England to be relieved of a part of 
her responsibilities in Arabia, and America began to help finan¬ 
cially, in the food supply and in a scheme for military training. 
Sa'udi Arabia welcomed this firesh source of assistance. America 
was big and rich and had long aroused great expectations in the 
Arabs. Her motor-cars had conquered the desert tracks of Sa'udi 
Arabia and the people that built the strongest, most durable, and 
shiniest motor-cars could be sure of the admiration of Middle 
East countries. They had great expectations of America, as a 
rich, new nation witli vast technical resources. 

Ibn Sa'ud did not let his sympathies be guided by motor-cars 
or riches but his increasing financial difficulties pressed him in 
their direction. Before America took a share in the second World 
War and before she took over the greater part of British relief 
work in Sa'udi Arabia Ibn Sa'ud had already met a vanguard of 
American technicians. He had met them at a time when the 
rapidly falling revenues from the hajj forced him to see that the 
pilgrimage was too ruicertain and too feeble a source of income 
for a modernized Arabia. Although the acquisition of wealth 
had never been a preoccupation of Ibn Sa'ud it was clear to him 
that he must have a large and regular income to ensure the healthy 
growth of his kingdom. Where could he find that wealth? 
He had first sought the advice of those who administered the 
land from which came the pilgrims that brought most money into 
his country, that is the people of Java and neighbouring islands. 
Under the Dutch those islands had become prosperous and the 
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Dutch themselves had the reputation of being very rich. Skilled 
in money matters, they were a nation too small ever to become a 
danger to the Sa‘ud. So when Ibn Sa'ud wanted a bank he gave 
the monopoly for his country to a Dutch bank. This had been 
done immediately after his occupation of Jedda in 1926 when the 
Netherlands Trading Society started an agency. And for pros¬ 
pective sources of wealth wiliin his own borders he asked the 
Dutch government to send him specialists to prospect for miner¬ 
als. That minerals existed he was sure. Every Arab of education 
knew that ancient authors and even the holy books of Jews and 
Christians mentioned Arabia as a land of gold, incense and myrrh. 
Western science should be able to trace the veins of gold and to 
exploit them on modem lines. And who knew what other min¬ 
erals, including such as had become valuable only in modem 
times, might not come to light? 

The Dutch geologists produced an extensive plan for a geo¬ 
logical survey of the whole comitry which would take time and 
cost much money but would at least ensure that nothing would be 
overlooked. But the stipulation that funds to cover the costshould, 
before the work started, be lodged in the Dutch Bank in Jedda 
was inacceptable to the Sa'udi government and caused the plan to 
be rejected. This happened in 1928. Other small nations were in¬ 
vited and produced less elaborate and so less expensive projects. But 
before anything could be undertaken two remarkable Americans 
appeared in Sa'udi Arabia: the multi-miUionaite Charles Crane 
and the man who carried out his Arabian plans. Kail S. Twitchell. 

Mr. Crane’s hobby was to make the acquaintance of out¬ 
standing men in the East. Already in the autunm of 1926 he had 
appeared in Jedda where he fulfilled a wish to shake hands with 
the man who had proved stronger than King-Khah& Husain, the 
Ruler at the time of Mr, Crane’s earUer visit to Jedda, Mr. 
Crane, whose father had made a fortune out of sanitary fittings, 
was out for no personal advantage: on the contrary he wanted 
these lands and peoples of his fancy to benefit from his wealth. 
He had paid for the Western education of promising but poor 
sons of outstanding Arabs. Ete had supported youth organizations 
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and Boy Scout work in Iraq and Syria but he wanted to do some 
more, something on a greater scale and of more lasting e£Fect. 

The Yemen as the most backward, and at the same time 
potentially one of the richest, of the Arab countries had been first 
chosen for his munificence after his visit to the Imam in San'a in 
the winter of 1926-7, and many were die opportunities Twitchell 
and his helpers saw in the Yemen. The strong winds diat blow 
unceasingly along the coastal strip of the Tihama gave them the 
idea of importing American windmills to raise water for irriga¬ 
tion purposes and also to generate electric power for lighting 
plants. The plan worked and on my visit to the Yemen in the 
bcgmning of 19311 saw some of the windmills still in working 
order and electric bulbs burning in the palace of Saif al Islam 
Muhammad, one of Imam Yahya’s sons, who was then Governor 
of Hodeida. The tide means Sword of Islam, and is given to all 
the sons of the Imam. 

Twitchell and his men bcHeved it possible to change the sandy 
wastes of the Tihama into date-groves with the water raised by 
their windmills and bdng good Americans diey did not believe 
in the use of the backs of donkeys and camels for carrying 
purposes but imported big-wheded wagons from America to be 
drawn by those animals. They made greater plans for transport 
and wanted to bvuld a road for motor traffic between the port 
of Hodeida and the mountain capital, San'a, nearly 7,000 feet 
above sea-level. And so they started to bridge a mdi through 
which periodically great floods rushed towards the sea. On my 
way from the capital back to Hodeida, I insisted on travelling 
along the Cranc-Twitchell motor road. It was a real adventure 
and only a skflled driver could bring one safely down from the 
mountains to the Tihama. Many more years of work and much 
money would still have had to be spent on this road to make it a 
safe motor road. In the foothills I met Twitchell’s assistant trying 
to rebuild an iron bridge that had been severely damaged by the 
floods. Alas, the bridge was never completed, the existing southern 
route was preferred by the Imamand the American road languished. 

Poor indeed were the results of all Twitdiell’s effisrts in the 
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Yemen. His ideas were sound and his practical methods would 
have led to good results in any normal country but the Yemen was 
by no means normal. Its population was backward and the rulers 
of the land more backward stiU. They were full of suspicion and 
fear that once the outside world were let in there would be an end 
to their independence. So after five years of frustration Twitchdl 
advised his patron to withdraw and turn north where a man of a 
very different cahbre was the ruler. 

Ibn Sa'ud welcomed Twitchell. He, and even more his Minister 
of finance, ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman, sawin him a most providential 
arrival and Twitchell gradually came to realize that he had found 
the chance of a lifetime. The King first asked him to prospect for 
water. The results were not encouraging in the Hejaz but proved 
to be better in Al Hasa. The King was appreciative of Twitchell’s 
activities and of his reports and he asked him to continue prospect¬ 
ing. ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman in search of fresh sources of income 
thought of gold and possibly oil. Twitchell was convinced that 
there must be gold in Arabia for he knew his Bible and believed 
what was written m it. Beduin sheikhs had told ‘AbduUah as- 
Sulaiman of ancient workings of gold-mines they had seen in 
the interior and Twitchell went to investigate them. Was it the 
name that drew him first to al Mahad adh-Dhahab (the Cradle of 
the Gold), an ancient mine some fifty miles south of Medina? 
Beduin information had been right, for here in olden days people 
had dug and cut into the mountains. And so it was that at Mahad 
adh-Dhahab, two hundred and forty-six miles inland from Jedda, 
Twitchell made die first effort to extract gold in Arabia since 
BibHcal times. 

Great technical difficulties had to be overcome, a road had to 
be built and water had to be made available in virtually un¬ 
limited quantities. Eiqjert labour had to be imported and it was 
not easy to get American miners to work so far away in the heat 
of the Arabian desert. Alcohol was striedy forbidden them and die 
way of life of this vanguard of Western Christians so near the 
holy, and to them forbidden, precincts of Medina was subject to 
severe constraint. But the lessons learnt there were not restricted 
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to mining . The Sa'udi government learnt how to handle foreign¬ 
ers working in their midst and the Americans learnt to behave in 
such a way as not to offend Wahhabi sensibilities. The gold-mine 
was no great financial success. It could not stand up to the com¬ 
petition of the richer veins of South African gold and had not the 
second World War caused the price of gold to soar this pioneer 
mining activity in Sa‘udi Arabia would probably have soon come 
to an end. As it was, it managed to survive and only now, m 1955, 
is it reported that the ‘Cradle of the Gold’ is about to close down. 

In 1940 Ibn Sa‘ud, whose confidence in TwitcheU had steadily 
grown, asked him if he could find anyone interested in making a 
thorough examination of the water resources and agricultural 
possibihties of Nejd. TwitcheU tried privately in the United States 
but did not succeed and then the State Department stepped in and 
ofiered to send a government mission. This was to be the first 
official mission of goodwUl sent by the United States to Ibn Sa'ud. 
TwitcheU himself was made Head of the Mission and J. G. 
HamUton of the Soil Conservation Service and A. L, Watlien, 
Chief Engineer of the Bureau of Indian Afi&irs, were its members. 
Both the latter men had years of experience in the desert parts of 
the south-western states of America. In Cairo the itiission was 
joined by the United States Minister to Egypt, Alexander Kirk, 
his staff and some military advisers who were going to use this 
exceUent opportunity to establish the first American Legation in 
Sa'udi Arabia. The party traveUed by air via Bahram to the camp 
of Ibn Sa'ud which was pitched some fifty miles south of Ruma 
Wells. The plane made a good landing on a strip of desert and 
then and there Mr. Alexander Kirk handed his credentials to the 
King of Sa'udi Arabia. A few moments later he introduced 
the first American Agricultural Mission to His Majesty. With the 
Kmg were his sons, the Amir al Ahd—Crown Prince—Sa*ud, 
who was Governor of Nejd and the Amir Faisal, Viceroy of the 
Hejaz and, of course, the Finance Minister, Sheikh ‘Abdullah as- 
Sulaiman al Hamdan to whom, with TwitcheU, the presence of 
the mission was due. 

The Americans, firom the Minister down to the lowest member 

138 



THE ARRIVAL OP THE AMERICANS 

of his Staff, could have had no finer introduction to Arabia’s great 
beduin King than at this audience in the desert. It appealed 
to their romantically naive idea of Arabia. They were com¬ 
pletely captivated neict day when the whole party was invited 
to ar-Riyadh (that stronghold of "Wahhabism into which no 
Western Christian could enter unless invited by Ibn Sa'ud him¬ 
self) as guests in the King’s Murabba'a palace, llie Crown Prince 
had given them a lundi in Western style. The King fed his 
guests in the beduin way. Mr. Kirk described to me how they 
had sat round a wide table, and how in a long line in the middle 
of die table were placed eight huge copper platters heaped with 
pyramids of rice. On the top of each pyramid of rice rested a 
whole sheep. Around the platters the rest of the menu, from start 
to finish, was arranged in a colourful disorder. Then the Amir 
Sa'ud had regaled his guests "with the newest and most un- 
Wahhabi entertainment of the town of those days: sound films 
sent to him as a present from the British Legation in Jedda. And 
so on news-reels the Americans and the younger Sa'udi genera¬ 
tion saw the meeting of President Roosevelt and Prime Minister 
Churdull on the Atlantic Ocean. England and America together 
in the very heart of Sa'udi Arabia. 

America’s advent was not looked upon by England as that of an 
intruder, rather were the Americans welcomed as helpers in a 
task that was weigliing too heavily on England alone. 

In 1943 another, chiefly military, mission was sent under 
General Royce and this was followed in the same year by a third 
under Lieutenant-Colonel Hoskins. But the real guide of Am¬ 
erica in her first steps into that difficult and completely imfamiliar 
land was Colonel William A. Eddy, her first, and for a long 
time to be, the foremost diplomat in Ibn Sa'ud’s country. He 
arrived in Jedda in the beginning of 1944. The son of a mission¬ 
ary, he grew up in the little town of Sa'ida (Sidon). There he 
learnt to speak Arabic with the local Arab boys as one of them 
and to imderstand the Arab way of life as we his colleagues in 
Jedda could never hope to do. Although he was the last of the 
small body of foreign representatives to arrive in Jedda during the 
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years of the second World War, he and his wife were soon 
looked upon as old friends and were given a central place in our 
foreign colony. 

As I have said, before America had put in her official appear¬ 
ance in Arabia there had been forerunners announcing her 
approach. Crane and TwitcheU had shown a philautliropical 
i^uence combined with a practical and tcclxnical appreciation 
of possible openings. Not only had TwitcheU started tlie exploita¬ 
tion of gold but had also revived prospecting for oil. Whilst at 
Ruma WeUs tliere were representatives of tlie two activities by 
which America was to be cliiefly identified with Sa'udi Arabia: 
water and oil. For water there was TwitdieU and the Agricultural 
Mssion; and for oil Floyd Ohliger and Max Stcineke who had 
joined the Ministerial party at Bahrain. 

The question of the country’s water I wiU reserve for a later 
chapter. Here I shaU deal only with the question of oil. As far back 
as December 1931 ‘AbduUali as~Sulaiman had asked TwitcheU to 
investigate die possibilities of oil along Al Hasa coast of the Persian 
Gulf, Seeing the geological connexion between the Bahrain 
Isles and the adjacent Al Hasa coast, TwitcheU advised waiting to 
see what progress was made in prospecting for oil in Bahrain. 
When the results proved to be favourable TwitcheU was asked to 
find people in America interested in the oil of Sa’udi Arabia. The 
former British concession had lapsed and so the road was clear, 
America of diose years was in the diroes of an economical crisis 
and it was hard to find listening ears. But TwitcheU is a tough 
American who tenaciously pursues his object and he finaUy 
succeeded in convincing the heads of the Standard Oil of Cali¬ 
fornia that the Sa'udi proposition was a promising one. TwitcheU 
in his Saudi Arabia commends these men for the foresight that 
gave America control of what was to prove to be possibly the 
greatest oil reserve in the world. 

Negotiations with the Sa‘udi Government came to a successful 
conclusion in Jedda in May 1933 and a special company was 
formed for the production of oil in Arabia and caUed the CaU- 
fomia Arabian Standard Oil Company, later to change its name 
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to the Arabian American Oil Company, known to the world 
of our day as ‘Aramco’. An advance to the Saudi Government of 
thirty thousand gold pounds was paid by the Americans to the 
Netherlands Trading Society in Jedda and then the work could 
begin. The new oil company was fortunate in being able to profit 
by the services of a man like Twitchell, who was so weU-informed 
on matters of local knowledge in Sa'udi Arabia and was so 
experienced in deahng with the local authorities. In the autunon 
1933, the Jabal Dhahran, a conspicuous dome formation, was 
chosen for the first probe in Arabia’s desert soil. The probe had 
to be a very deep one but once oil had been struck it was not long 
before the Americans could proudly assert that “the deserts of 
this land are floating on oil”. 

It was England who had done the preliminary work for the 
penetration of the West into Arabia and now the moment was 
drawing near in which the age-long barriers were to be lowered. 
Ibn Sa'ud became convinced that Central Arabia must become a 
modernized state and that it had fallen to him to lead his people 
out of their traditional seclusion. There was no question now of 
admitting only a few individuals. Whole armies of foreigners 
with their infernal machines must be granted admission if a new 
Arabia was to be built in the place of the old that could provide 
no future for its inhabitants. 

Although .they might be said to have an acquired right to the 
task and the necessary political experience it was not die British 
who were to transform Arabia into this new Land of Promise, 
but the newcomers whose qualifications were technical rather 
than historical or political and for whom the lack of past contacts 
was an advantage rather than a drawback. When Turkey dis¬ 
appeared from the Arabian scene, England took over and cleared 
the path along which America was to reap rewards that no one 
had ever expected to find waiting in desert Arabia. I could not 
help feehng sad at this turn in the wheel of fortune and of fate. 
Sad, too, for the Englishmen in Arabia who saw the reins slipping 
firom their worn hands. 

America however was not entirely new in the Arabian field. 
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American missionary effort had begun there at the turn of the 
century but had been confined to the periphery of the peninsula. 
At that time some American missionary leaders had decided that 
tlie heart of Islam could not be approached by the traditional 
missionary method of preachuig the gospel. That is the method of 
direct attack, and it was felt better to try an indirect method. They 
felt that by the spread of Western education in Arab countries 
closed doors could be opened and a common meeting-ground 
prepared on which East and West could hsten to each other. 
Other American Christians were not satisfied with tins proposal 
but wished to combme the indirect with the direct methods. The 
supporters of the indirect method founded the three American 
Universities along die Western border of Arabia: Robert College 
in Istanbul, and the American Umversities in Beirut and Cairo. 
Those in favour of the compromise method began operations 
along the eastern borders ofArabia where British political influence 
was strong enough to protect them. Education and medical aid 
were prominent in their work, but preaching of the Gospel never 
failed, and in Bahrahi they have more than half a century to thek 
credit. For their Arab staffs the Legation, and even more Aramco, 
drew largely on former pupils of these American Universities. 

The arrival of the Americans in Jedda made a great change in 
the fife of the foreign colony there. As soon as it was decided that a 
Legation was to be established in Jedda American technicians 
were sent fi:om Cairo to supervise the equipment of offices and 
living quarters. Both were screened against mosquitoes and flies, 
air-conditioned and equipped with electric light and refrigerators. 
Up to then (it was the end of 1942) all of us had gone without 
these expensive innovations and liad paid for it with frequent 
Alnesses. The British Minister was the only one who had an 
air-cooler in his room and in that one room he worked and slept. 
The Americans provided material comfort for every member of 
their staff and were rewarded in the quality of the work done and 
the absence of sickness and sick leave. Their example was gradually 
followed by the other fore^ers, and, after some hesitation, by 
the leading Arabs too. 
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When the equipment of the American military mission was 
brought ashore I looked at it in amazement. Such vehicles I had 
never seen. There were large, all-steel cars big enough to work, 
eat and sleep in. With my experience of travel in Arabia it seemed 
incredible that one could go into the desert, cool, free from flies 
and mosquitoes and with iced drinks. I said to the sergeants in 
charge: “Do you people realize that no asphalt roads exist in this 
country? How do you propose to transport those huge wagons 
and all your other machinery, your sleeping- and dining-cars, 
your cinema, your kitchen wagons, ice plants and so on across 
roadless desert?” 

“We have powerful tractors,” they replied, 

“So I see, but they will not work in soft sand.” 

“We are going to take all this up to the mountains of Taif. 
If one tractor is not enough to move our machinery we will put 
on others until it docs move. If need be we can add jeeps.” 

They did arrive in Taif with all their equipment and were 
warmly welcomed by the young Sa'udi officers. The American 
instructors soon outshone the British with their free cigarettes, 
chewing-gum and iced water—in the liberal use they made of 
films for purposes of instruction, and in the nighdy talkie shows 
they gave. America showed how a completely new way of life 
could be introduced into desert Arabia if one had the money. 

Although American oil activity in Arabia had begun under the 
guidance of TwitcheU in 193 3, the war had hindered development 
because American financers were reluctant to spend money on 
distant projects. But when America joined the Allied war effort 
the position changed completely. The nearest source of oil supply 
for the Japanese front, which was America’s particular responsi¬ 
bility, was the Middle East and so Aramco suddenly came in to the 
hm^ght. Development became a war priority and for this none 
was happier than the Sa'udi Government. The oil town of 
Dhahran sprang up in the desert almost overnight. More crude 
ofl. was produced than could be handled, so a small refinery in 
Dhahran was soon got going while a big one was under con¬ 
struction at Ras Tanura, some thirty miles to the north on the 
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Persian Gulf, and crude oil was carried by pipe-line over the 
bottom of the shallow sea to the existing refinery in the Bahrain 
islands. Now, at last, Ibn Sa‘ud was getting the money he wanted 
for the growing needs of his state. He no longer had to ask for 
loans that he could never pay back, nor for subsidies of money, 
food supplies, and arms. 

For Sa'udi Arabia a new chapter in her struggle had begun. 
From now on Ibn Sa'ud’s attention was concentrated on the 
Americans. America in those happy first days of courtship with 
her romantic Arabia-bride was so enamoured of the people of 
her fantasy and so impressed by the great ruler she met in Arabia 
that she saw the future in nothing but the rosiest colours. The 
Arabs, for their part, were mucli impressed by the technical 
wonders the Americans brought to then deserts. Oil-money and 
oil-equipment and, particularly, as we shall see, the water the 
Americans produced meant a revolution in desert hfe. AH this 
was a revelation to the Arabs who up till then had justifiably 
believed in their supremacy in the desert. So now the attitude of 
the desert Arab towards foreigners, tlie white nasranis from the 
West, began to change. Never had they appeared before him in 
such numbers nor had reports of them spread so far. For almost 
the first time diese were encouraging reports. The Americans 
brought about the first meeting of many Westerners with many 
desert Arabs. Up till then the contact of the desert Arab with the 
Westerner had been sporadic and limited to the Consul or 
Political Officer or occasional traveller. The Westerners in 
Arabia, for their part, had hitherto mostly restricted themselves 
to those Arabs who lived in similar conditions to themselves, that 
is to the higher classes of Arab society. The workings for gold had 
brought no change to this situation. The mine was only a small one 
and the profits made were so low that the Americans employed 
were forced to live as soberly as the Httle foreign colony in Jedda. 

But on the eastern side of the country something very different 
now appeared. Towards the end of 1944 1 went to Dhahran to see 
for myself what was happening. My Government, then in exile in 
London, was anxious to learn about the Americans in Arabia. 
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The King had given me permission to pay him a courtesy visit in 
his capital and then to proceed to the Persian Gulf coast. On this 
journey I came to grief five times—^the last time between the 
capital and the coast when the last of the five spare axles I had 
brought with me from Jcdda broke. We had a hundred miles still 
to go when a rescue party found us and brought us to the haven of 
Dhahran where we were soon at the end of our troubles. And a 
haven indeed it proved to be for us. The oil camp had been built 
at great speed not by Americans but by Italians flown in from 
Ethiopia and Eritrea where they had been made prisoners of war. 
Italians can stand heat and hard conditions. Thousands of work¬ 
men were also imported from India and Iraq and it was only after 
they had bmlt these air-conditioned, fly-proof hving and working 
quarters that the permanent staff of the oil personnel moved in. 

On the eastern side of Ibn Sa'ud’s kingdom not only had an oil 
town come into being but oil camps were scattered around in the 
desert where the gulf between the Americans and the local desert 
population was wide and deep. Spiritually the Americans were as 
dangerous as they were unfamiliar to Wahhabis who had 
never before had such contacts. Not only the beduins and the 
people Hvmg in the nearby oasis towns of Al Qatif and A 1 Hasa 
but even the Governors of the King were confronted with 
problems they were unable to solve. I remember my accompany¬ 
ing the first Aimerican Consul in Dhahran, whom I had known in 
Jedda, on visits to the local Sa*udi Governors. Good Wahhabis 
they were, members of the Sudairi and the Jiluwi families and 
their problem was always the same: they were the true servants of 
Allah and strove day after day to do His will, the Americans on 
the otlier hand gave no sign of beHef in God at all; they, the 
Wahhabis, were poor and constrained, the Americans were 
wealthy and unrepressed. How was that possible, God being 
righteous? Something was wrong somewhere, but where and 
what was it? Yet Allah did not make mistakes! 

Ibn Sa'ud realized that he had to give a lead to his Wahhabis. 
When Mecca was conquered by his troops he had then been faced 
with a problem. There the Wahhabis had met Muslims, orientals 
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•with the same spiritual background as their o-wn. They had met 
them -with a positive message. The Walihabis •were convinced 
that they had found again the path of true beHef and that their 
mission to purify Islam did not stop in Mecca but in feet only 
began there. The international Islam they met in Mecca, however, 
turned away from them and the spiritual leaders of Wahhabism 
did not learn from this setback. Wahhabism did not modify its 
doctrine and its failure in Mecca brought •with it no spiritual 
crisis. Conflicting points of view met and parted without fertiliza¬ 
tion but also •without mutual damage. The Wahhabi did not lose 
his convictions or bis selfeconfidence. All he lost in Mecca was his 
expectation of the revival of a purified Islam. 

What the Wahhabis met on the other side of Sa'udi Arabia 
was very different; they met the American way of life. Just that. 
Neither its basis nor its spiritual background was visible but only 
its outward appearance in a technical setting, scientific knowledge 
and highly developed skiU, a mechanized culture and a very high 
standard of living. Here Wahhabism had nothing to offer and 
no hope of con-vindng these Americans who seemed to be utterly 
remote even from a primitive recognition of Allah as the First, 
the One from whom all things derived, Ibn Sa'ud seemed to 
haye no better solution than that of preventing, as far as possible, 
contact between Americans and his subjects. Americans were a 
spiritual danger to his Arabs and so to prevent spiritual infection 
they liad to be kept at a distance. That was the Muslim side of the 
encounter. There was another, the American side, and that, in 
my •view, was even more deplorable than the Sa'udi. 

The Americans decided to enter the religious Arabia of the 
Walihabis without introducing their own religion. I do not know 
whether this was a condition Ibn Sa'ud imposed on them, or if 
they themselves suggested it, or whether, by mutual consent, it 
was left unmentioned. If so, it was little to the credit of either 
party. The early Ibn Sa'ud was a man of faith and a respecter of 
other people’s. It is not to be imagined that he would himself 
suggest the introduction of open evidence of Christian worship 
in his dominions but he would certainly have responded to any 
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advance made by tbe other side. The early Ibn Sa*ud abhorred 
the atheist and materialist. Had then he himself changed? Had the 
relations of God to man and man to God lost their value in his 
eyes? It seems so. The earlier Ibn Sa‘ud would not have been 
content with thinking that the Americans were not interested in 
rehgion but only in oil and money. 

In their timorousness the Americans had taken refuge in 
behevitig that the problem of the open profession of the Christian 
faith was not ripe for discussion. Let us, they said, wait ten years. 
By that time the Arabs will have become accustomed to our 
presence, we shall have established ourselves in the country and 
can then bring up the matter. 

If the Americans had, fi:om the start, insisted on entering the 
country as confessed Christians with open freedom for their 
behef, such an attitude would have commanded Ibn Saud’s 
respect. As it was, America came to this land of rehgion without 
the right to build churches, to have nunisters of rehgion Hving 
among them, and that equivalent of the MusHm mu'ezzin the 
tolling of bells to announce services. She should have insisted 
upon these rights which would have put the relations of Christian 
Westerners with ultra-rehgious Muslims on a soimd foundation. 
These first Americans discarded one essential element in any real 
contact, for the Arab who beheves will only trust the Christian if 
he shows that he too beheves in the One God. They made a 
profound initial mistake, and even if it is not irreparable the harm 
it has done will last long. 

Ibn Sa'ud decided on strict measures to ward off the danger of 
moral and spiritual infection from the American camps. When I 
visited Dhahran and other oil centres towards the end of 1944 
Americans were not allowed to leave their camps and go to the 
villages or to the beduin tribes. Once a week, on Fridays, outings 
were arranged for parties going by bus to the oases and tovms like 
Hufhuf, to the coast at Al Kliobar, Dammam or to A 1 Qatif and 
its date-groves. These excursions were well supervised, Arabs were 
not allowed in places where the Americans hved if (heir work did 
not obhge them to go there. The film-shows, often given in the 
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open, were strictly barred to the Arabs. Wahhabism was origin- 
aily strongly opposed to pictures of Hving beings and ‘Abd al 
Wahhab had been a stern enemy of our music because it came 
after the Prophet and so had not been sanctioned by him. So 
far as films are concerned one can sympathize with Arab author¬ 
ities in their aversion to some of the products of Hollywood. 

Even football and other games played by the Americans at first 
gave rise to difficulties with the Wahhabi authorities. To appear 
in public in shorts was deemed indecent for a man and they had 
no words for a woman who dared appear in public as she should 
only appear to her husband. 

Much of this original severity was relaxed and many a ban was 
lifted when Sa'udi Arabia got used to the increasing number of 
Americans living on her borders and gradually moving inland 
with their complicated train of machinery. It proved impossible to 
keep yoimg Wahhabi Arabia away from the openly-shown films 
and their music and from American sports. Those stern Wahhabi 
*ulaina fought a losing battle, human nature being stronger than 
doctrine. And in this respect it was the individual American whose 
democratic, direct and unprejudiced attitude towards the Arab 
helped most. 

The Wahhabi attitude to the problem was at the start negative: 
it sought to avoid difficulty by prohibition. This attitude of fear 
was bound to fad. I expected this to happen when I first saw the 
situation with my own eyes and subsequent visits confirmed my 
anticipation. Although Ibn Sa‘ud was stdl in full command of his 
faculties and stiU had his people completely in hand, it was 
becoming clear that in his country something had begun to move. 
When the rain comes down die barren wadis of Arabia it takes the 
form of a sail —a water-flood—^dxat sweeps everything before it. 
Some such catastrophe was now bearing down on Arabia as a 
result of this dash of two so widely different people of such diverse 
spiritual composition. Mercilessly this sail was to tear at Wahhabi 
doctrine, at the proud self-satisfied life of the desert, and at the 
composed, if not tranquil, life of the country. America had set the 
sail in motion and who knows what the end will be? 
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The Palestine Problem 


Although in principle Ibn Sa'ud set his limits on the borders of 
Sa'udi Arabia yet he could not remain aloof from two problems 
of -wider geographical range: the Arab League and Palestine, 
problems that for Arabs were inseparable. The Balfour declara¬ 
tion of November 1917 had had for them alar ming consequences. 
In January 1918 D. G. Hogarth went expressly to Jedda to give 
King Husain an explicit assurance on behalf of the British Govern¬ 
ment that the Je-wish settlement in Palestine would only be 
allowed in so far as it was compatible -with ‘the political and 
economic freedom’ of the Arab population. King Husain was to 
learn later into what an entanglement of conflicting promises and 
declarations the British Government had tied itself and to realize 
that he had been leaning on a reed that was to pierce his hand, 
before it broke under him. As time went on the Arab nations 
grew increasingly alarmed at the turn of events in Palestine and 
Ibn Sa'ud naturally followed the situation very closely. As, 
however, England was responsible for the administration of 
Palestine he did not openly criticize the Zionist experiment 
started under her protection. 

During my first visit to Palestine in December 1941 1 had the 
good fortune to meet in Jerusalem the President of the Hebrew 
University, Professor Judah Magnes. I questioned him on the 
possibility of a peaceful solution of the problem. Dr. Magnes 
believed it possible and, to my astonishment, even saw in the 
Arabs a readiness to come to terms -with the Jews. I asked him 
whether he had sound reasons for his optimism and found that 
they were better than I expected. King Faisal’s attitude at the 
Peace Conference in Paris and his draft agreement -with Dr. Chaim 
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Weizmami were mentioned. This agreement was Chaim 
Weizmann’s effort to get Faisal’s co-operation (he was referred 
to as representing and acting on behalf of the Arab Kingdom of 
the Hejaz) in furthering the national aspirations of both parties 
through the closest possible collaboration in the development of 
the Arab State and Palestine. Its nine articles deal amongst other 
minor matters with the proper execution of the Balfour declara¬ 
tion, the encouragment of large-scale Jewisli immigration, the 
protection of the rights of Arab peasants and the free exercise of 
religion. The full text is to be found in Appendix P of George 
Antonius’ book. Although this agreement was not well received 
in the Arab world and in any case became of no effect because 
Faisal’s condition that it should be dependent upon the Arabs 
obtaining their independence was not fulfilled, it seemed to give 
proof of Arab readiness to accept the idea of a Jewish State in 
Palestine. Faisal was at die time no doubt anxious to gain every 
possible bit of support he could obtain in British and even Jewish 
quarters. 

More impressive, to me at least, was an exchange of letters 
between Magucs and Philby in which the latter spoke of Arab 
willingness to come to terms and in which he mentioned a feas¬ 
ible plan, I could not help being less optimistic than Philby. 
If the majority of the Zionist leaders had been of Magnes’ 
mentality I might have believed in peace between Jew and Arab 
in Palestine. But I had heard too much already of bitter Jewish 
opposition to Magnes and his small following in Palestine to 
think that Magnes could sway his co-religionists. Was Philby for 
his part more representative of the Arab view than Magnes proved 
to be of the Zionist one? I doubted it. Philby was a stout supporter 
of the Arabs but he was a man used to speaking for himself. He 
could not be considered the official mouthpiece of ar-Riyadh. 

Details of the Philby plan for aJewishStateinPalestine appeared 
in his book, A rahian Jubilee , where he proposes ‘to aim at an 
obtainable quid pro quo ^ the expense of an undeniable right’. 
In that bo flkat l e ast tw ice and in the same'wording he dechuesTl 
have always held smcTSiU holcf that the Jews have not a sh^ow of 
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legal or historical right to Palestine.’ But he proposed (a) that the 
whole of Palestine should be left to the Jews, (b) that all dis¬ 
placed Arabs should be resettled elsewhere at the expense of the 
Jews (a sum of ^20 million being placed by them at the disposal of 
King ibn sa’u d for this purpos^ md (cj that all tne other Aaatig" 
Arab countries, except Adoi, should brformaUy fecog:^e 3 "as'' 
completely independent. 'TE’ese arrangements' were^ be guar- 
ante^ by Great firitain and A mcnca jom ^Twith King IlmiSa'ucr 
as the principal Arab rden 

What Ibn Sa'ud thought of all this Plulby does not say but he 
wrote: ‘Is it not at least possible that a statesman of Ibn Sa'ud’s 
calibre might have thought it in the interest of the Arab cause to 
compromise on the Palestine issue in favour of the very solid 
advantages offered by the (that is his, Philby’s) Plan?’ Professor 
Magnes and a number of Jewish leaders in the Jerusalem of 1942 
fervently hoped that Plulby might be voicing the ideas of the grea t 
man who was behind him and who, for them , was of course the 
person wlw £eally^ mattered. 

More important t^a Pmlhy’s ideas on the Palestine Problem 
were those of Ibn Sa'ud and dtese I got to know of two years 
later. It was in December 1944 and the second World War was 
drawing to its end. Then the political truce in Palestine, too, would 
come to an end, and the tension between the Jews and the original 
inhabitants of the country be resumed with increased bitterness. 
The British as rulers of the country knew full well that the 
Palestine Arabs were virtually unorganized, were largely illiter¬ 
ate and lived in constant fear. Better than anyone else the Jews 
knew it. The political Zionists who had built their National 
Home in what they called ‘the Land of their Fathers’ were 
determined to increase their numbers so as to attain a majority 
in the country. They were preparing for a life and death struggle. 
Ibn Sa'ud was well informed of the position and he neither 
tmderrated their strength nor was he blhid to the inadequacy of 
the Arab League. Ibn Sa'ud had no confidence in the Arab League 
as an effective force and must have been disturbed when he saw 
the storm-clouds gather over Palestine. 
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Philby does not say much about Ibn Sa'ud’s attitude towards 
the Jewish experiment, although at least twice he submitted his 
‘plan’ to the King shortly after its conception. Ibn Sa'ud seems to 
have been working on a plan of his own which matured while 
Philby was away in England between 1940 and 1945. He must 
have felt that his opportunity had come when he learnt that the 
two great leaders who had it in their power to save the Palestin¬ 
ians were due to arrive in Egypt. At least one of them, Winston 
Churchill, thought he had that power for Dr. Chaim Weizmann 
in his autobiography, Trial and Error, tells of an interview he had 
with Winston ChurcliiU. on iith March 1942 when he. Dr. 
Weizmann, was about to leave for America. Churchill told him 
that he had a plan to settle the Palestine problem and ended by 
saying: “There is nothing he [President Roosevelt] and I cannotdo 
if we set our minds on it.” ■ —* 

Resident Roosevelt and Winston Churchill would be in 
Egypt on their way back to their own countries after the taUcs 
with Stalin at Yalta. Ibn Sa'ud knew the value of both of them and 
he had confidence in their word and when Roosevelt invited him 
to a meeting in the Suez Canal Ibn Sa'ud was more than ready to 
accept. His decision and travel arrangements were kept secret and 
the engagements he had already made were not cancelled. For 
that reason I myself was on my way eastwards from jedda to 
ar-Riyadh to visit Ibn Sa'ud on the very same day that he was 
travelling westwards firom ar-Riyadh to Jedda to embark for 
Suez. My colleagues in Jedda knowing that I had been invited to 
meet him in ar-Riyadli were convinced that the Kii^ was in his 
capital. 

For the first time in nearly ten years I had got this much desired 
permission to visit tlie Wahhabi capital and have an audience 
there with the King and the Crown Prince. It was in the middle 
of December 1944 and travel on the high Arabian plateau was cold 
and exhausting. It rained continuously and I ended by becoming 
marooned with my small party on a dry eminence in the midst of 
flooded depressions. The King had sent out a party to find me and 
as at night we saw them approaching the headUghts of their cars 
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were reflected iji the water around us. Slowly one after die other 
they failed and became stuck in water and mud. We saw them 
signalling with their lamps and deduced that they were military 
personnel. That night none succeeded in reaching us and as we 
could not help them there was nothing to be done except wait 
for dayhght. In the morning an oflScer waded over to us. He 
to ld me that h is WM_the first pfa^oup of jeeps on their w^jo. 
repor t to the^King. They had been trained in Taif. While in 
the fort of Dawademi they had received a wireless message from 
the King asking whether they had seen the Dutch Minister on his 
way to ar-Riyadh. When they said no they were ordered out to 
meet me. They got my station-wagon through the water and 
mud and soon we were in the extensive fort of the Governor of 
Dawademi. 

I had no idea that at the very same time a royal caravan of 
two hundred motor vehicles was vainly trying to advance in our 
direction heading for Jedda. We were the more successful and 
after a nine-day struggle were at a distance of a day and a half by 
car firom ar-Riyadh. The royal caravan had meanwhile got stuck 
in soft ground some eighty nules firom ar-Riyadh and had been 
camping for a whole week waiting for the rains to stop. I had 
reached the small oasis of Marat and the lonely old mud fort that 
had once protected the oasis of Marat was now a welcome refuge 
for us against the merciless rain, this rahmat Allah —^blessing of 
Allah—^turned as a scourge against us. The fort was half in ruins 
and seemed to have changed its nuHtary function for that of a pub¬ 
lic latrine for those using the oasis. We had no choice of lodging 
and at least the fort kept out the wind and rain. As diversion we 
had a view of the desart and to our astonishment we saw a heavily 
laden truck coming towards us. Others followed and trucks 
continued to come long after nightfell. It was the royal caravan 
that had arrived and a great camp of tents grew up in the desert 
quite near us. At the comers were red lorries with machine-guns 
manned by the bodyguard of the King. Two radio units soon had 
their masts in the air and started working. A long tent for public 
audiences, connected with the King’s tent, was put up in the centre 

153 



THE WELLS OF IBN SA'ud 

of the camp. The kitchen lay not far from where we were sitting. 
Sheep and goats filled the air with their cries and firewood was 
piled near the huge cooking-pots that stood in rows in the open. 
At some distance from tlie main camp a smaller one was erected. 
"We were told that this was the women’s camp in which the 
seventy odd female members of the royal caravan were ac¬ 
commodated. The caravan had set out from ar-Riyadh without 
women but when the rain forced a halt for a whole week the 
King decided to have the women brought out. The camp was stiU 
not ready when His Majesty arrived with his suite. The women 
travelled in cars with darkened windows with black window- 
curtains, driven by Javanese, who had a reputation for poHteness 
and careful driving. 

I sent word to the King informing him of my presence and 
recalling his invitation to me to visit him in his capital. After 
some time I was invited to tlie small audience tent to meet His 
Majesty. I hurriedly put on the best clotlics I had with me and, 
shivering in the cold night breeze, walked over to the royal lines. 
Passing the guard of tired and sleepy men, I entered the carpet- 
covered tent. His Majesty’s welcome was as cordial as ever and I 
found myself alone with him, this being no hour for public 
audience. Our talb were interrupted by telegrams brought in to 
the King from time to time by secretaries and answered on the 
spot. I cautiously asked where the caravan was going. The 
answer “We are travelling to the west” was no news to me as it 
was clear for everyone to see but it meant I had asked too much. 
I tried again saying that I had hoped to be His Majesty’s guest 
in ar-Riyadh. The Ring answered: “Wc left orders with our son 
the Crown Prince and are sure that you will find him a good 
host.” With his kind smile he added: “And don’t go back at 
once. Do stay as long as you hke.” 

Our conversation was interrupted by more secretaries with 
more telegrams and to my great regret I realized that His Majesty 
was preoccupied. While I was searching for some topic of con¬ 
versation that might interest the King a further secretary entered 
with a pile of papers, and, kneeling at His Majesty’s feet, presented 
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one paper after the other. The King dictated some words in 
answer to each and seemed to forget my presence, I asked per¬ 
mission to leave and walked back to tlie cold, dirty room in the 
mud fort. I gloomily put aside my western dress that was so 
unsuited to the place and tried to find some comfort under the 
sheepskin cover on my camp bed. It was sad to think that this 
spiritless talk might have been my last personal contact with this 
man with whom I had had so many unforgettable conversations! 

The high, central plateau of Arabia on a winter’s night when 
rain is pouring down and a biting wind sweeps over the endless 
waste can be very disheartening, but sleep came to me at last and 
made me forget my surroundings. 

In the middle of the night I suddenly woke and saw my 
secretary standing over me with a lantern in his hand trying to 
recall me to the reality of the desert fort of Marat. “ Ya Sidi —Oh, 
sir—^wake up and be quick. Wallahi —^By Allah!—a messenger 
of the King wants to see you: he is the chief of the King’s slaves, 
a man of high raxik, a diamberlaia!” I hurried to the outer room 
and found there a whole procession of black men. 

“His Majesty sends you his greetings and ordered me to bring 
some gifts to you and to your men.” 

He beckoned the first of the tall black men who carried a 
big bundle on top of his head. He knelt and put his load in firont 
of me. The man beliind him knelt and put his bundle in front of 
my secretary and so on till every one of us had received a present. 
We opened the outer covering and each found inside a complete 
outfit of beduin clothes. Mine were the most valuable but I 
was no happier than was the humble driver’s mate with his 
simple, royal gift. 

“His Majesty heard that you were travelling without a tent 
as you did not expect the rains to come so I have brought you 
one and my men are putting it up in front of the fort. As it is 
too heavy and too big to go in your station-wagon, a truck of His 
Majesty will go with you and carry the tent. As there is no 
time to invite you to a meal His Majesty sends you a fat sheep to 
slaughter and eat with your men.” Here he stopped to look at 
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our now beaming faces. He then asked permission to leave and 
as we shook hands he added: “Tomorrow morning the big 
audience tent will be ready, if you would like to come, His 
Majesty will take pleasure in having one more talk with you. 
Do come if you like; you are free to choose.” 

Then followed by die bearers he walked off leaving us behind 
as happy as cliildren with a Dutch Santa Claus. I no longer felt 
depressed by the dirty surroundings and by the fear that I had 
had my last contact with the great King. Tomorrow I should see 
the real Ibn Sa'ud surromided by his desert Sheikhs, his Wahhabi 
scliolars and his Ikhwan. He had not forgotten my presence, he 
had thought of the tent I lacked, and he was a great host! With 
one warm embrace he had taken me into his hospitaUty, shower¬ 
ing his generosity on me and on every one of my men. 

Next morning I discarded my western dress and donned die 
wide royal mantle over a warm ]^shmir wooUen undergown and 
I put the golden dagger in my waist-belt. I felt comfortable, 
properly dressed, nmong thi^ beduins in the desert . 

As I walked towards the great audience imitating, I hope 
successfully, the long, careless stride of the beduin I passed a 
double row of die colourful guard of honour who gave a reluct¬ 
ant Wahhabi salute to the nasrmi. Wlien I entered the tent a 
crowd of Nejdi 'Ulama, of Ikhwan with die twisted wliite strips 
round their head-doths, of notables from the Marat oasis and the 
Sheikhs of the tribes, had arranged themselves alongside the walls. 
In the middle of die shorter side His Majesty was seated. On my 
arrival he rose and offered me the place at his right hand. I sat 
down. With his customary case the King started die conversation 
with some brief words of welcome and enquired about the 
journey, my health and my Queen. Gradually the range of topics 
widened. He still seemed to speak to me yet what he said was 
intended for his wider audience. A litde later he no longer turned 
his face to me but direedy addressed the leaders of his people. 
Most of those present had, in beduin fashion, blacked the lids of 
their eyes with kohl for diis ceremonial occasion, thus giving dieir 
dark eyes a stiU. darker, an almost sinister, expression. 
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Ibn Sa'ud spoke about the World War, about the Allies who 
had justice on their side and who were approaching victory. 
What would the world then be like? Would there be a place in 
it for the Arabs? Were they of any significance in the world or 
had their time gone for ever? He spoke with conviction of its 
central geographical situation in the world, and of its spiritual 
message for the world in times past and present. Here was a great 
beduin orator speaking to the heart of his people, comforting 
them and inspiring them with hope for the future which there 
would yet be for Arabs. How they listened, how they stared at 
him! And how grateful I was to be a wimess. But wW I heard 
was only an introduction. What was he aiming at? The King 
paused a moment and then went on speaking of the dangers that 
confironted this small, yet to the world, important people. From 
which side did the menace come? Prom the side of the enemies of 
the Prophet, from the people who had withstood him in Medina, 
from the Yahud —^the Jews. He reminded his listeners of their 
history, full as it was of rebellion against Allah. He pointed to the 
role they had played in world history where they had been harm¬ 
ful to nearly every nation in whose midst they had lived. The 
Yahud are our arch-enemies, he said. This they have been from 
the time they stood at the cradle of our creed whm their dispute 
with the Prophet ended in Muhammad’s cursing them and when 
he beat them and drove them away. Yet he did not advocate a 
Hitlerite attitude. Even the Yahudis would be treated like guests 
in Arab countries but on one condition: that they should behave 
like guests. Not like the Zionists in Palestine who were driving a 
small, weak Arab people away from the soil of their fathers and 
who dared to refer to that land as the land of their fathers, may 
they be cursed! We, the Arabs, will not stand idle and look on. 
Our Muslim brothers in other lands will rally to our side. These 
Jews who violated Arab hospitality—^what more was there to 
be said about them? Why should we try to say more? Better 
that we should listen to Allah’s word as it was written in the Holy 
Book. Then the texts resounded through the tent in which the 
bitterness of Muhammad’s conflict wth the Jews in Medina was 
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recounted, for the benefit of all later generations of Muslims. In 
that great tent no other sound was heard. He who recited the 
words from the Qur'an was no longer the kind host and King, 
he was the Arab, the Muslim, the Wahhabi, their Imam and he 
was preparing to get their assent to the steps he intended to take. 
Wlien his speecli had reached its culminating point and the 
sound of his mighty voice filled the tent he suddenly stopped. The 
men along tire sides of the tent stared fascinated at their King 
with eyes glowing with hatred. For a long moment there was 
silence. 

"Naam, wallahi —^yes, by Allah—so it was.” 

The King seemed to remember my presence. The strain of 
passion faded from his face, his voice which for a moment ago 
had roared, was now soft and kind. He put bis hand on my knee 
and smiled: 

“And you, my Dutch friend, what do you think of the Jews? 
Speak. You are among friends.” 

I felt tlie groimd sinking firom under me. With growing un¬ 
easiness I had listened to this indictment of a party that could not 
defend itself. I felt it a little unfiiir. The origin of the dispute 
between Jews and Arabs, which went back to the early days of 
Islam, had been sketched in with great mastery. But then, how 
tendentiously the furtlier development in history had been 
presented to an uncritical audiaice. With a master’s hand the 
primitive instinct of simple souls had been played upon. And 
how spontaneously it had responded. Not for one moment had 
I expected to see myself drawn into these discussions. My eyes 
wandered roimd the sides of the tent and met the baleful looks of 
the Wahhabis. They could not understand why dieir King pushed 
this honotxring of a guest so far as to ask his opinion in that 
moment, the opinion of a tiasranil What need had they of it? 
Would he dare to utter one good word about those despicable 
Jews? As I made no answer the King looked at me and probably 
saw how I was gauging his audience. He seemed to have under¬ 
stood my thoughts and said: 

“I did not ask you to speak as the representative of the 
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Netherlands but just as a friend, as a man among his friends”. 

For him, the King, this was easy enough to say; for me the 
case was different. Everyone of my words would be considered 
by these desert Shei k hs as the official Netherlands’ opinion. 
They would probably not understand them, still less appreciate 
them and would not want to do so. I was not free to follow the 
prompting of my heart and say a few words in favour of the 
absent party that had no other defender here. But as I could 
not remain silent I ventured some hesitating remarks about the 
conflict going back into history much frrther than had been 
mentioned, that it had also other sides that required considera¬ 
tion, and that it should therefore be taken away from the two 
parties most concerned and brought into the openness of a 
United Nations tribunal. 

“What did he say, that stuttering nasraniT’ 

They looked at me in disgust. Their own idea of settling the 
dispute was to fight it out. How little they guessed that their 
King was on his way to discuss this very question with the 
Western war leaders. The King shook his head and interrupted 
me. Fortunately for me the discussion was abruptly brought to an 
end by a secretary entering with a pile of telegrams. The King 
began to read and his attention was soon carried away far from 
all of us. He was preparing his first appearance on the stage of 
world history outside his own country. Silence no longer reigned 
in the tent broken by the King’s peremptory demands of 
“Na’am?” made, orator-hke, to induce general murmurs of 
agreement. The listeners relaxed and started to break up their 
ranks, speaking softly among themselves. 

There was a move towards the opening of the tent and with 
relief I too grasped my chance to get away. I begged leave of 
His Myesty who, still absent in spirit from this place, mechanic¬ 
ally stretched out his hand and said goodbye. Profoundly dis¬ 
appointed with myself I followed out after this unsympathetic 
crowd. Even the guards seemed to look at me disdainfully and 
no longer thought of giving a salute to the foreigner. Within 
me I fdt that idthough the crisis had passed tension remained. 
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That meeting would for me be unforgettable but there was some 
bitterness in the taste it left bchiird in me. 

Once outside the tent I wanted to get away from these self- 
righteous sectarians who had no wish to ponder on the great 
issues that had been raised imd who, in fact, had long since lost 
the capacity of doing so. 1 longed to be far from tliis crowd, to be 
alone and reflect on what I liad done wrong and how I could 
have done better. To have succeeded in what I attempted I should 
have required a mastery of the colloquial language of the nomad, 
a deep understanding of liis soul and a masterly skill in oratory. 
All the qualities, in flict, that Ibn Sa'tid possessed. And even then! 
Speaking after such a man, how could I hope to win t he m 
against their King, their Imam! 

Straight in front of me rose the solitary rocky hill that is 
the landmark of Marat and I soon fomid myself climbing it, 
away from what seemed to me the hostile spirit of the camp. 
Nobody paid any altcntioii to me as I climbed Mghcr and higher 
over the boulders. The emptiness and silence soothed me. I 
recalled the whole audience, that simple, magnetic, majestic 
speech of the King, the moment when the King turned from his 
Ikliwan, the silence that followed and the chance I tlicn had to say 
a word, in favour of a people that at tliat very moment was 
going tlu'ough untold suflbriug. I was no supporter of political 
Zionism and had not the slightest sympathy for a Jewish National 
Home built on injustice. My dilemma had been made more 
difficult by the King’s invitation to speak on my own belialf and 
not as Dutch representative. He, the King, could make such a 
distinction but not liis followers. Wlrilst I was tliinking I became 
conscious that somctliing umisual was happening. The silence 
Irad been broken as if something liad occurred in the camp below. 
A confused noise, with much shouting, mounted, rose towards 
me. Looking round and below me 1 realized that I was the cause 
of the commotion. A crowd had gathered at the foot of the hill 
gesticulating and screaming in my direction. What could I have 
done to cause this? Tlien a man broke out the crowd and came 
climbing towards me. It was my guide, the man sent by His 
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Majesty to be responsible for me during this journey to the 
capital. As soon as he was within ear-shot he began abusively 
referring to my practice of continually running away by myself, 
at a speed at whidi it was impossible for him to keep up with me. 
Never before had a foreigner behaved as I behaved. Never before 
had any man tried to dimb a lull so as to look down into the 
women’s quarters! I swung round as he said this and was petrified 
to realize that I was looking down straight into the camp of the 
seventy women! I could say nothing in my defence or by way of 
explanation. I swallowed the man’s abuse and meekly followed 
him realizing tliat I had done the one thing that is unpardonable in 
Arab eyes. A fine way to round off my performance at the 
public audience! 

At the foot of the hiU the crowd rductandy obeyed the orders 
of my guide to let me pass and then, to my great relief, I saw 
the King’s private secretary who, hearing the noise, had come 
to see what it was about. He took me by the arm and quickly led 
me to his tent while reproaching me for what I had done. 

“But you don’t really believe that I meant to look into the 
women’s camp, do you?’’ 

“I do not understand, walldhi, why you went there. But first 
come away from this crowd; you need a cup of coffee to restore 
your nerves.” 

I felt that I did and soon we were seated on a rug in firont of the 
secretary’s tent. Rushdi Bey al Mulhas, for that was his name, 
now smiled again: he was my host. 

“Let us praise AUah that all ended well but be more prudent 
in future and never lose sight of the fact that you are in Wahhabi 
country.” 

The dever Palestinian soon put me at ease. It was said that in 
nationalistic activities in Palestine he had come in conflict with 
the Mandatory Power and so had sought protection with Ibn 
Sa'ud. He had become a devoted servant of the King who took a 
liking to this discreet and trustworthy man. 

All around us there was the bustle of men breaking camp. That 
day the King wanted to reach the border of the Nufud, a 
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twenty-mile stretch of high sand-dunes, a river of pure sand, that 
was diflScult to cross with motor vehicles. The Nuflid can best be 
passed in the early morning when the sand is stiU cool and as 
the Arabs say ‘heavy’ so that the wheels of the cars sink in it less 
easily. Next morning the procession of two hundred cars would 
‘take’ the Nufiid on its way to Jedda where an American gunboat 
would be waiting to carry the King and a small following. 

Nobody paid any attention to us as we sat sipping our tiny 
cups of bitter coffee mixed with cardamom. I felt tliat this was 
an opportunity to make good my failure in the audience tent. It 
was true that the secretary was himself a Palestinian, a political 
enemy of the British rulers of his country and an arch-enemy 
of the invading Zionists, but he was also a man who had the 
King’s confidence. Whenever I had met him before he had been 
kind to me. So I would ask him to convey to the King what was 
his Dutch guest’s personal view of the Yahud. 

“You realize,’’ I said, “that it was impossible for me to do 
what His Majesty asked and give my personal opinion about the 
Jews in front of that audience? It was not fair.’’ 

“His Majesty is always fair and you can always do whatever 
he asks you.’’ 

“I was the loser, ya Rushdi. I started off on the wrong foot and 
could not say there what I hope to say here. Will you promise 
to tell His Majesty as soon as you have an opportmiity what I am 
going to say now?’’ 

Rushdi promised and his sharp featiures showed he was listen¬ 
ing attentively. 

“His Majesty based his exposition of the Palestinian problem 
on the axiom that Palestine is an Arab-Mushm land and that no 
nation or government has any say over it but, exclusively and 
only, the Arab people living there, supported if need be by then 
brother Arabs. I am sme that one cannot dispose of the problem 
so simply. Palestine is not like any other comitry to which such 
an axiom might apply. In the whole world there is only one 
Palestine. It does not belong exclusively to the Palestinian Arabs 
any more than it belongs to aH the Arabs, or all the Muslims 
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because they have particular iuterests in it and call it a Holy 
Country with sanctuaries that are dear to them. The same is true 
of the Jews, even more true because for them it is not only Holy 
Land, the land of their fathers, the land to which they were 
divinely led and the cradle of their great traditions. For them it is 
the laud where their prophets Hved and had the words of God 
revealed to them. You yourselves know these prophets for they 
are your prophets too and many of their words are to be found in 
your Holy Book. Then again for Christians Palestine is the Holy 
Land and the laud of their Holy Book, the land that saw the 
ministry of Jesus and the birth of the Christian religion. Palestine 
belongs to the whole world, and whoever governs that country 
must do so as mandatory of the whole world. It is not only the 
Arabs in Palestine, nor yet the Zionist who, thanks to the British, 
were able to settle there and who now with ruse and terrorism 
try to estabhsh themselves as sole rulers that have the right to 
decide the destiny of Palestine. The whole world represented by a 
true League of Nations should determine the aflairs of this unique 
land. The Palestine problem has a profounder historical back¬ 
ground and significance to many more peoples than was men¬ 
tioned by His Majesty.” 

The Palestinian followed my talk with close attention but not 
I think with approval. How was approval to be expected from 
one who himself was a victim of the course of events in Palestine? 
I expected none but I wonder if he ever told the King what I said 
to him that morning sitting in front of his tent until it was carried 
away to the luggage van? Such words could not have been 
spoken in the audience tent but I could have said them to His 
Majesty alone talking as man to man. For I myself knew from 
previous experience that Ibn Sa'ud was always willing to Hsten to 
opuiions contrary to his own. HBs staff knew that and, choosing 
their opportunities well, turned it to their own advantage. It 
must also have given Philby many opportunities to advance un¬ 
palatable views. 

Even if Rushdi Bey did give a report of our conversation to 
the King it is not to be imagined that it would have changed his 
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opinion about tlae Jews and Palestine. He approached the problem 
from a political angle and made use of the spiritual background 
as it appeared to Muslims to win support for the policy he 
intended to follow. And most probably Rushdi Bey never spoke. 

From Marat the King went westward to his meeting in Egypt 
with Roosevelt and Churchill. In the audience tent at Marat, 
Ibn Sa'ud had explained to his people why the Jews, the enemies 
of Allah and Plis Messenger, had to be opposed. It was for this 
reason he was going to ask help in preventing a great injustice 
from falling on a small, weak, Arab, Mushm people. He was 
going in answer to a call of duty. After listening to his arguments 
the 'Ulama would certainly agree to his abandoning the rule he 
had established of never leaving his own country. In the audience 
tent at Marat he had prepared them for it and he now continued 
on liis way to see the two great nasranis, sure of their approval. 

The meeting with President Roosevelt took place on February 
14, 1945 in the Great Bitter Lake on board the American cruiser 
Quincy. After five hours’ talk the President continued his voyage 
home and Ibn Sa'ud went to Wadi Faiyum near Cairo to meet 
Winston Churchill. The oral assurances the President gave were 
set down on paper a week before his death in a letter to Ibn Sa’ud 
dated April 5, 1945 when Roosevelt confirmed that: 

(1) He personally, as President, would never do anything that 
might prove hostile to the Arabs; and 

(2) the United States government would make no change in 
its basic policy in Palestine without full and prior consultation 
with both Jews and Arabs.” 

Ibn Sa‘ud returned to Jedda visibly relieved of the forebodings 
he had had over Palestine. The population of the town went out 
to meet him and a great reception took place near the harbour. 
The representatives of Foreign Govemmaits were invited and 
had seats near the King. There was a ceaseless flow of speeches 
and poems to which the King sat happily listening. This was the 
accepted manner of official Arab receptions. But here was also 
something in addition: gentiine rejoicing. These people of Jedda, 
the last-conquered port of the kingdom, had never got to like the 
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Nejdis or their Wahhabism but they seemed to realize that Ibn 
Sa'ud was a blessing to them and to ^e country. The King spoke 
pubhdy of his experiences with the President who had become 
his friend and of the promise he had given for the Arabs of 
Palestine. 

Shortly after this public reception I had a private meeting with 
the King where he told me of his encounters in Egypt. Roosevelt 
had captured both the confidence and the personal friendship of 
the Arab ruler and the words he was reported to have spoken had 
surely been dictated by personal conviction and by the wish to 
help this new fiiend in need. But the man who gave this word, 
which was accepted by the Arab as a solemn promise, died some 
months later and as Colonel Eddyi wrote: ‘The ICing never 
seemed to distinguish between FJD.R. as a person and as a Presi¬ 
dent of the U.S.A. To an absolute, as well as benevolent, monarch 
the Chief and the State are the same.’ Had the President been 
prudent enough in what he said and in the way he spoke? listen¬ 
ing to Ibn Sa'ud’s words of fervent gratitude I had my mis¬ 
givings. 

Compared with the complete success of President Roosevelt 
Winston Churchill made a poor showing. It was evident that 
Churchill had been a disappointment to Ibn Sa‘ud. Churchill 
had refiained firom giving any promise. What else could he have 
done? He knew only too well how weak was England’s position 
in the Palestine afeir. His country had given promises before to 
both sides and conflicting promises can lead to no good end. The 
Head of the British Government had nothing more to promise 
and was at least sincere in making no pretence and in letting Ibn 
Sa'ud go without any assurance firom the British side. 

But the high expectations staked on America were to prove a 
bitter deception, "^^en die Palestine crisis reached its peak there 
was no longer a President Roosevelt to honour the promise 
given: another President had taken his place. And if Colonel 
Eddy had not stated the facts about President Truman’s abrupt 
change in America’s Palestine policy, I would not have believed 
^ FJ).R. meets Ibn Sa'ud, by W. A, Eddy, published 1954. 
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them. But here is what Colonel Eddy wrote: ‘Finally Mr. Tru¬ 
man summed up his position witli the utmost candor: Tm sorry, 
gentlemen, but I have to answer to hundreds of thousands who 
are anxious for the success of Zionism; I do not have hundreds 
of thousands of Arabs among my constituents.’ 

Ibn Sa'ud’s effort to secure foreign help for his Muslim brothers 
in Palestine ended in a complete failure. When fighting broke 
out the Arab armies tried in vain to stem the Jewish advance. 
Ibn Sa‘ud himself could have made a decisive gesture for the Arab 
cause. He could have cut off the Trans-Arabian Pipeline transport¬ 
ing the bulk of the American oil production in his country to the 
Mediterranean coast. That would have been the worthy reaction 
of a man who trusted the word of America’s President and who 
was let down by Iiis successor. Had such been his answer to 
Truman’s swinging over to the Zionists, then the outside world 
would have understood what the iiyustice done to the Palestinians 
meant to an Arab brodicr nation. It would have roused an unin¬ 
formed American nation to the dangers of a Middle East policy 
based on yielding to the pressure of a Jewish minority. Was Ibn 
Sa‘ud too old to understand how powerful a weapon was in his 
hands? Had his Wahhabi faith left him? Or was he too firmly 
boimd with golden ties to the American oil production in his land 
to be able to act in the way expected by the other Arab nations and 
certainly by those Westerners who had known him as a Wahhabi 
and had listened to his words about Jews and Zionism. Ibn Sa'ud’s 
contribution to the war effort of the Arab League was limited 
to sending a token detachment and a small amount of money. 
His geographical borders were indeed the limit of his range. 
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The Arab League 


W ITHOUT themenaceof a Zionist attack the Arab League -would 
not have come into being, at least not when it did. It has been 
said that the League owed much to British pl anning and en- 
comragement: that would not have been a recommendation for a 
man like Ibn Sa'ud who was by nature and experience averse to 
foreign interference in the policies of the Arab countries. In her 
Palestine poHcy Great Britain gave him more reason for distrust 
than for confidence but he himself had taken one of the first steps 
towards an alliance of Arab nations when he eiipanded his 
territory and absorbed the Hejaz and ‘Ask within his kingdom. He 
did more when he established a relationship with his neighbours 
which was new in Arabia’s history, original and -wise. Political 
developments outside the Peninsula later intervened and deprived 
him of the initiative which was then taken over by Egypt. 

A union of Arab peoples -was no new thing in history, every 
Arab with a Uttle education knew that. He knew that Arabs who 
had accepted Islam in the first century of its existence had raised 
armies that conquered the world. The Arabs know they are 
descendants of the men who once built that world--wide empke, 
the last remnant of which—Turkey ruled by its Sultan and 
Khalifa —only disappeared as a great power at the end of the first. 
World War. Ibn Sa'ud and his fellow Wahhabis held that this 
had been a divine punishment for thek straying firom the path of 
true belief. Arab, even Muslim, unity, r^gious and political, 
would return when Allah -willed it: that was part of thek creed. 

I never heard Ibn Sa‘ud expand on this conviction nor on how 
thek hopes were to be realized. He did not claim that his o-wn 
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political activities helped towards that end. The first time I heard 
him mention the idea of a relationship, friendship and even 
brotherhood between Arab-Muslim peoples was after his war 
vsith the Yemen. He had probably reali2ed that conquest of that 
formidable mountainous country would be impossible for him 
and that he would do well to stop his armies when they had 
reached the mountains. In his audiences Ibn Sa‘ud had explained 
that the war with the Imam was inevitable. I had been present 
when Shekib Arslan had tried in Jedda to dissuade liim from this 
war between brothers. We who were near to him knew of Ibn 
Sa‘ud’s patience and of his conclusion that the Imam could only 
be convinced by force. 

On the southern border of the Hejaz the buffer state of ‘Asir 
had already been a bone of contention between King Husain and 
the Imam Yaliya. Its ruler, Sayyid Hasan al Idrisi, sought to 
maintain some semblance of independence leaning now to the 
one, now to the other, neighbour. In 1926 after the conquest of 
Jedda Ibn Sa'ud had agreed with Sayyid Hasan that ‘Asir would 
have the status of a Saudi protectorate. 

In the interior the fertile Wadi Nejran, nominally part of‘Asir, 
had, already in Husain’s days, also given rise to frontier disputes 
between the Hejaz and the Yemen. The undemarcated frontier 
was a constant source of trouble and in the winter of 1931-2 a 
Yemeni force occupied the Wadi. Ibn Sa‘ud could not accept 
diis violation of the status quo and Khalid ibn Luwai, the Jkhwan 
chief who had found fame in the fighting around Khurma 
between 1918 and 1925, was despatched to the Nejran m the 
spring of 1932. The Iman Yahya’s troops were not able to vdth- 
stand him and retired to the Yemen. Then a Sa'udi deputation 
was sent to San‘a to start negotiating a settlement with an un- 
wiUiag Imam. Hie talks dragged on until the spring of I934when 
the patience of Ibn Sa‘ud became exhausted. He sent an ultimatum 
but had already assembled troops for eventual action. When no 
satisfactory reply came from Imam Yahya the Crown Prince 
Sa‘ud on 5th April 1934 marched into the Yemen’s eastern 
mountains, coming from the Nejd plateau, while his brother, the 
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Ainir Faisal began moving through the Tihama along the Red 
Sea Coast. Both armies used motor transport but the going 
was much easier on the sandy coastal plain than in the rocky 
mountain country through which the Sa'ud had to advance. 
The decisive action fell to the Amir Faisal who had embarked 
part of his troops on dhows which he sailed along the coast. His 
double attack from sea and land together took the Imam’s forces 
by complete surprise. When the small coastal town of Lohaiya 
fdl the motorized colinnn went on to Hodeida, the chief port of 
the Yemen. 

The speed ■with which these operations were conducted and the 
success that attended them not only caused the government in 
San'a to panic hut also impressed those foreign powers who were 
most interested in a balance of power in Arabia. British, French 
and Italian warships hastened to Hodeida. A truce was arranged 
much to the comfort of the Imam and to the satisfaction of the 
Crown Prince who could now reorganize liis broken-down 
transport in the rough mountain approaches to the East Yemen. 
The truce was followed by negotiations in Taif and there the 
unusual happened. No foreign power kept a supervising eye on 
the proceedings but a conciliation committee sent by other Arab 
states was present 'with counsels of moderation and peace among 
brother nations. The political scene in Arabia ■was clearly changing 
and Ibn Sa'ud was quick to profit by it. As a ■victor he had al-ways 
been magnanimous. Now he came before the assembled Arab 
representatives with proposals of peace based on ‘MiBlim friend¬ 
ship and Arab broAerhood’. He shunned any annexation of 
territory and only iosisted on an official demarcation of the 
frontier and payment of the cost of his military expedition. 
Both rulers dedared in the peace treaty that their two peoples 
were of one single Arab nation. 

When in July 194a I made my way for the second time to the 
capital of the Yemen, I took the overland route because the war 
had made sea transport in the Red Sea very scarce. With the 
help of Sa’udi guides I followed with two cars the tracks left by 
Faisal in the spring of 1934. Sandstorms had obliterated much of 
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the traces but in some of the more treacherous stretches rusted 
parts of lorries were left to show where Faisal’s men had struggled 
fruitlessly to get their vehicles out of the mud. I saw the fort of 
Lohaiya that had been built in the days of the Turks and had 
surrendered so easily to the Sa'udis. Hodeida was an open town 
with an antiquated mud wall that could give no protection 
against the Hght modem artillery brought up by Faisal. In the 
Tihama the Yemenis clearly could not have witlistood the 
Walihabis but when I headed for the mountains beyond Hodeida 
and entered the real Yemen it seemed to me that Ibn Sa'ud had 
given proof of more than love for moderation when he made 
peace with the Imam for the precipitous, but by no means barren, 
mountains of the Yemen might well liave put a stop to his vic¬ 
torious advance. Tliere tlie Imam’s soldiers might have proved 
superior to the bravest Wahhabi warrior unaccustomed as he 
was to fighting in mountains and in cHmatic conditions with 
whidi he, unHke the Yemeni, was quite luifamiliar. For the high 
Yemen is like any moruitainous region in Europe and Nejd is 
largely composed of barren sandy plateaux. As it was, Ibn 
Sa’ud’s last war was practically bloodless and it was his quick 
political vision that enabled him to turn it into the first step on 
the path of Arab unity. 

In official speeches and in his Mecca newspaper Ibn Sa'ud set 
up this type of peace treaty as an example for die outside world 
to follow. With his other rival, tlie Hashimite on the north of 
the Arabian Peninsula, King Faisal of Iraq, Ibn Sa'ud concluded 
a treaty on the same lines of Muslim friendship and Arab brother¬ 
hood. This was die treaty of Baghdad of 2nd April 1936. Therein 
both Kings declared their willingness to sec the Yemen associated 
with it and ‘every independent Arab state that would ask for it’. 
Here was the real beginning of the Arab League of which Ibn 
Sa‘ud is entided to be called the spiritual father. To call Great 
Britain ‘the sponsor’ seems to me exaggerated but certainly 
British representatives in Arab territory did much to foster the 
idea. 

In April 1937 die Yemen joined in this embryo Arab alliance, 
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as foreshadowed in the treaty of Baghdad. For her part Egypt 
had, in May 1936, concluded a treaty of friendship with Saudi 
Arabia thus putting an end to ten years of estrangement between 
the two countries. The idea of co-operation was growing among 
the Arab peoples but having imtiated the movement Ibn Sa‘ud 
seems to have left its development to other hands. It was Zionist 
activities in Palestine that quickened it, although not immediately, 
for with the outbreak of the second World War England suc¬ 
ceeded in establishing a truce in Palestine between Jew and Arab 
for the duration of the war. 

On 34th February 1943 Mr. Eden, in the British House of 
Commons, made a cordial reference to Arab steps towards 
pohtical harmony. Great Britain was still in need of the sympathy 
of the Arab nations although her most anxious period of the war 
was by then over. But certainly it was not pohtical interest alone 
that moved England to this declaration, part of her motive was the 
long-standing mutual attraction between her and the Arabs. 

In Cairo in that same year the Egyptian Premier Nahhas Pasha 
supported by the Iraqi Premier Nuri as-Sa‘id invited representa¬ 
tives of the other Arab states to discuss the possibihty of forming a 
federation of the seven Arab nations. The British Government 
repeated her promise of sympathy and support and in the autumn 
of 1944 the preliminaty conference for creating a League was held 
in Alexandria, again under the chairmanship of Nahhas Pasha. 
On 22nd March 1945, the Gaieral Arab Congress met where 
six Arab states were represented and only the Yemen was absent. 
This Congress formulated the charter of the Arab league which 
was signed by all parties present. On loth May 1945 the Yemen 
joined and signed the charter. In the third appendix to the charter 
the signatories declared themselves unanimous in appointing 
‘Abd ar-Rahman ‘Azam Bey as Secretary-General of the League. 
He seemed to be a happy choice and full of enthusiasm started on 
his task. Thanks to his great activity the voice of ihe League was 
heard on the international forum whenever Arab interests were 
at stake. In the two world-centres of importance for the Arab 
countries, London and Washington, bureaux were established 
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for information and propaganda and were very active. Under 
‘Azam Bey the Arab League began to make progress. Then fate 
intervened in the form of Great Britain’s announcement of her 
decision to give up her mandate for Palestine. Outside criticism 
was unable to shake Great Britain’s determination to free herself 
of her responsibility for Palestine. As America refused to step into 
the vacant place Arabs and Zionists were directedly confronted 
with one another and war seemed inevitable. Both Jews and 
Arabs knew that if the world left them to their own devices war 
must follow. 

It did follow. On tlie one side were the Zionists many of whom 
had succeeded in escaping from the Nazi mass-slaughter or from 
concentration camps in Europe. Nearly all of them had suffered 
irreplaceable personal losses and had been robbed of their posses¬ 
sions and Palestine had been for them their last hope. On the other 
side was another people, claiming a common descent from the 
same forebear, Abraham, members of a brother nation that far 
from doing them harm had accepted them as guests only to find 
themselves driven away from dicir native soil by these new¬ 
comers and thrown upon the brother Arab nations for support. 

And so it happened drat the Arab League, after barely three 
years of existence, found itself in a war for which it was quite 
unready. With the exception of Transjordan none of the Arab 
states had an eiftetive modernized army. The Jews on the other 
hand had learnt modern fighting in the ranks of the Allies during 
World War Two. The Arab armies fought at the end of long 
fines of communication, the Jews on interior fines. The Beduin 
Legion, the creation of Glubb Pasha, bore the brunt of the 
fighting and was the only Arab army that emerged from the 
fight with credit, not to say glory. The Iraqi army played no 
effective part, the Syrian, Lebanese and Sa'udi armies scaredy 
existed. The Egyptian army, from which much might have been 
expected, was crippled by corruption in its higher ranks. More, 
perhaps, than anyfhmg else the failure of the Egyptian army 
precipitated the revolution that swept King Faruk off his throne. 
With die Arab failure in Palestine ‘Azam Pasha’s noisy organization 
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(te had meanwhile been promoted in rank by King Faruk) 
nearly dissolved. He himself had to disappear from it. 

The rickety skeleton of the Arab League was thus ejqposed to 
view. From the begimiing Egypt had used the League as a means 
of strengthening her cultural and pohtical ascendancy over the 
other Arab nations. With the Hashimites fostering the idea of a 
‘Greater Syria’ to embrace Syria and Iraq Sa'udi distrust of the 
family they had supplanted in the rule of the Holy Places was 
revived—^not that it was ever very fir dead—^and the Sa'udis used 
the League merely as a stick with which to beat their Hashimi 
‘enemies’ and to keep them at bay. Thus the League was divided 
into two factions with Egypt and Sa‘udi Arabia on one side, Iraq 
and Jordan on the otlier and Syria uneasily torn between them. 
This rift prevented the creation of a High Arab Command during 
the Palestine war and the implementation of a concerted plan of 
campaign to cover aU fronts. 

The Zionists had brought the League into being and they were 
responsible for its virtual collapse. Musa al Alami, a former 
secretary to the High Commissioner in Jerusalem, had the courage 
to tell the Arabs that they themselves were to blame for losing the 
Palestine war. His ‘Ibrat Falastin —^The Warning Example of 
Palestine—exposed their weaknesses, their dissensions, their 
backwardness and the corruption of many of their rulers. Ibn 
Sa‘ud on whose statesmanlike foundation the League was based 
himsdf undermined it when he allowed himself to be ruled by 
his old enmity with the Hashimites. 

How far all this was from the glowing talk about ‘al Aruba 
—^the Arab Nation—^I had once heard in the audience tent at 
Marat. And yet the Arabs are a nation. They share a common 
language and a common faith and with vision they might be an 
efiective force for good in the world. 
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Interlude and Return to Arabia 


The King had come back liom his visit to Egypt, from his 
first absence abroad. The outbreak of joy among the people of 
Jedda was proof of their gratitude for the years of peace and 
prosperity he had brought them, I do not think that the fate of 
Palestine weighed very heavily with them but die rumour that 
the King had been successful in hh talks with the great ones of the 
earth added to their feeling of security under his rule. The 
festivities lasted three days. There had again been dances ac¬ 
companied by singing, hand-clapping and the beating of drums. 
Wahhabis had not interfered. Of course not! Where were they, 
those nearly-forgotten invaders of 1925? Some days later we read 
in the Umm al Qura that even the stem capital of Wahliabism had 
for once abandoned its principles and had been beside itself with 
joy when the greatest of the Sa'uds returned in its midst after 
what had been deemed a dangerous expedition into the sinful 
world outside. 

On his return I had one more contact with the King in the 
extensive palace compound of Nuzla, built under the supervision 
of Sheikh AbduUah as-Sulaiman in the desert to the east of Jedda. 
These new palaces were so large that one had difficulty in re¬ 
calling that in the first years of Ibn Sa'ud’s rule of the Hejaz the 
house of our friend Muhammad Nasif had been sufficient for 
him, Muhammad Nasif’s house had been superseded by al Qasral 
Akhdar—the green palace—which Philby later made the head¬ 
quarters of his import business of Sharqiya Ltd. The palace of 
Nuzla succeeded al Qasr al Akhdar and additions had recently 
been buUt on to Nuzla. As the King was no longer able to dimb 
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stairs, because an old wound in his left knee caused him mnrb 
pain, and as lifts could not be installed in mud houses, ramps were 
built to the first storey along which a car could drive the TTing 
directly to his apartments. 

It was in the summer of 1945 that I had a parting meeting with 
Ibn Sa'ud. He had always disliked the Jedda dimate, a distaste 
I cordially shared, and now that he was physically on the decline, 
he tried to make his visits on the Red Sea coast as short as possible. 
So my talk with him was short and was followed by a dinner, 
and left little impression. The King seemed to be tired; life was 
becoming a burden to him. Now that his task was fulfilled he 
seemed to have lost his sparkle. "When I shook hands with him 
he did not rise as was his practice in days gone by and this little 
change of habit left me feeling depressed. The glory of m anh ood 
of the Sultan I had met in Muhammad Nasif’s house was passing. 
It was not so much the thought that most probably we should not 
meet again that made me melancholy, as fear that the great work 
he had been permitted to perform, of which I had been witness, 
mightnow begin to wither in his weakening hands. For a man like 
him, who as a boy knew that he was bom to rule it would be 
difficult to realize that with the years his wisdom and strength 
must weaken, and eventually a stronger hand would be needed 
at the head of the affiirs. 

When in 1945 the war with Germany was over and the Dutch 
government could find time to give attention to her Jedda 
Legation I was relieved of my post and with difficulty worked my 
way home. Ibn Sa'ud’s country had been an island of peace and 
security in the midst of an agonized world. This cruel reaUty 
was brought home to me when on board a crowded British 
troopship we sailed into Malta in the beginning of August 1945 
and eventually approached the 'wreck-Jittered coast of England. 
From Liverpool we were carried to London in long military 
trains. Halfway we stopped in the middle of the fields. We waited 
and waited but notinng happened. What was the reason for the 
delay? We left the carriages and as all of us had come back J&om 
the Far and Near East we sat down on the grass along the railroad 
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and were happy to look at the simple wayside flowers. Then 
word was passed along: “Japan had surrendered. The war is over.” 
And then? Was there a wild outburst of rchef, shouts and rejoic¬ 
ing in the fields? No, only an amazed silence and then a murmur 
of subdued excitement. For these homecoming soldiers who found 
part of their country in ruin, the news seemed too great: there 
was not yet room for joy in their longing hearts. We climbed on 
to the train again and arrived at night in an unreal, dark, empty 
London. How it had suffered! 

The nearer I came to Holland the more difficult the question 
of transport became. The landing-grounds were ruined, un¬ 
mapped mine-fields blocked the sea-route and the Dutch sea 
approaches and harbours had been left by the retiring enemy in a 
tragic state. I saw my country again after an absence of more than 
six years. Three months after the armistice dwellers along the 
North Sea canal that links Amsterdam widi the North Sea were 
stfll unaccustomed to seeing ships come in from abroad. They 
stared at our little steamer as a harbinger of good: the days of old 
were coming back. My countrymen, poorly dressed, with hollow 
cheeks and riding bicycles without tires, clieered us. I stood and 
gazed on my ill-treated country and I too found it liard to 
rejoice at her new-found freedom. I had first to get beyond her 
sufferings and my own irreparable losses. The fields of Holland 
were empty, her roads were practically without traffic, all her 
bridges broken and many towns and villages showing the 
wounds inflicted by an embittered enemy. 

I already knew that the brave persistence of my wife, who had 
preceded me to Holland by two months, had brought her on the 
track of our third son. She had followed his path of martyrdom 
from prisons to German starvation camps and we knew that he 
was last seen among the dying young men driven along before the 
approaching Allied armies. Where he succumbed we never knew. 

Our second son’s fate was still unknown. He had fought the 
Japanese in Sumatra and was eventually made prisoner. Then a 
curtain of silence had been lowered between us and for many days 
to come we would sit and listen in hope and fear to the lists of 
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the dead broadcast daily and we would stand among the silent 
crowds in firont of the printed lists stuck up at the street comers. 
This anxious waiting lasted for weeks but it ended in relief and 
great joy, although so many did not emerge feom the jungle 
camps of the Japanese in Siam and Java. 

I was not left in Holland for long. I was asked to return to the 
Dutch East Indies where as a Civil Servant I had worked the 
greater part of my hfe. England had been allotted the task of 
occupying the islands of the Dutch East Indies, of rounding up 
and evacuating the Japanese troops left there, of collecting their 
arms and munition, of restoring order and security and then 
handing over to the Dutch. My task was to try to keep up sphits 
in the camps and other places where the ex-prisoners, civilian 
and military, men, women and children, Hved, always under 
circumstances of great hardship and, what was worse, with no 
proper information about what had happened in the outside 
world. I had to bring them a message of hope. It was inspiring 
to tell them of what had happened in the second World War, of 
what had happened to their home country and to the world 
and to try to explain why victory appeared to them to be so 
deceptive. 

■^J^en a year after their arrival the English left, in October 1946, 
the Dutch Government took over responsibihty and tried to 
make the last chapter of their rule of the Indonesian peoples a 
good one. I fear we did not succeed. It became a chapter full of 
misunderstanding and frustration. The day came when Dutch 
official relations with Indonesia were broken. I had preceded by 
some months the last of my countrymen who had been rulers in 
the land and who now returned to Holland. There I was asked to 
organize an Arabic section for our world broadcasting system in 
Hilversum and this task brought me back on the Arabian scene. 
I was convinced that no new voice speaking Arabic could hope for 
listeners in the Middle East if that voice did not come from men 
who knew Arabia and who spoke with a background of personal 
knowledge of what had happened and was happening there. So 
before ‘going on llie ak’ I wanted to see the countries that were at 
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war with the Zionists and had suffered most from it. How was I 
to carry out my plan? 

I bought a smaJl car and got permission for my youngest son, 
who was then serving with our Royal Marines, to drive it to 
Egypt. There we could see whether we could go on or not. 
We crossed to Tunisia and were soon driving through lands of 
ancient culture where the Roman legions had been followed by 
the hosts of Islam pushing westwards on their way to conquer 
the whole of North Africa and so on to Spain. The traces the 
Romans had left behind were impressively beautiful, but ruins. 
Islam, however, since its advance more than twelve centiuries 
before, had never lost its grip on the character of the land or the 
heart of its people. No Mussolini, no Rommel, no Montgomery 
had changed that in the least. Mussolini had left in some of the 
coastal towns vain-glorious imitations of Roman magnificence. 
He had rebuilt the two thousand miles road of which greater men 
than he had been the ardiitccts and repairers. Mussolini’s imprint 
on this laud of antiquity and possible future greatness was 
transient and his attempt to reclaim this once ferde land from 
encroaching desert, by means of Italian settlers, was failing under 
the relentless pressure of those ‘fathers of deserts’, the beduins. 
The reversion of this laud to sterility was the beduin revenge, their 
answer of hatred to everything Italian fomided, as it was, on 
injustice to themselves, the true owners of the land. 

In Egypt our journey came to a stop: there was no question 
of our driving further. Leaving my son in Cairo I flew high over 
the ways followed by the Jews when Moses led them through the 
wilderness and landed safely on the tiny aerodrome of Trans¬ 
jordan near its capital ‘Amman. There on the terrace of the 
Philadelpliia Hotel I had the good fortune to meet an old Jeru¬ 
salem friend, Ruhi Pasha Abdid Hadi. In 194a he had been 
Adviser to the British for Palestinian aflfidrs and now that he was 
a refugee in ‘Amman he had been made Minister of Foreign 
Affairs to King ‘Abdallah, son of the Husain who had fled the 
Hejaz on the approach of the Wahhahi invader. Ruhi Pasha 
arranged for me a meeting with the Ruler of what was now the 
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Hashimite Kingdom of Jordan, so at last I had an opportunity of 
meeting the only one left of Ibn Sa'ud’s contemporary Hashimi 
adversaries. As soon as I had spoken one sentence in answer to the 
King’s graceful welcome he knew that I came from the Hejaz. 

“How is it that you speak the language of my birthplace?” 
he asked, looking at me intently. 

“I was ten years in Jedda, Your Majesty.” 

“Why?” 

“I was the Netherlands’ representative there.” 

“Were you in Jedda when my father or when my brother was 
King there?” 

“I went to Jedda shortly afta: Ibn Sa'ud’s entering the town.” 
It would not be well to put into print my interlocutor’s lack of 
appreciation of his family’s ardi-enemy. My answer being an 
inarticulate question mark the King went on to explain why my 
government had made a gross mistake in not siding with his 
brother, the late King Ali. Then he continued: 

“TeU me aU about it. How is he managing the country, he 
the Bedu?” 

I said what I felt and he was much too interested in talking 
about his country to resent my doubtless patent sympathy with an 
Ibn Sa'ud he did not personally know. At dinner the con¬ 
versation finally came to an end where silently I had hoped it 
would, when the King addressed his Minister saying: 

“Ya Ruhi, has this Dutch gentleman any wishes you know of?” 

Knowing that I had understood what had been said, Ruhi 
Pasha looked at me. 

“Yes,” I said, “I have one wish. I ask Your Majesty’s permission 
to go to Jerusalem.” 

“Granted,” replied the King. And then with a sudden change 
of expression: 

“You meant the Old City, did you?” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

“Not the Jewish New Jerusalem?” 

“That too, Yotu: Majesty.” 

“And I thpught you were otur firiend?” 
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“That is what I am. But I am charged to study this great 
problem. I shall only understand it having seen and heard both 
sides.” 

“I have no power to bring you to the New Jerusalem.” 

“I know. I only ask your permission to try to get there and 
yet be sure you will let me return to the Arab side.” And that 
was the end of it and the start of my visit to the brand-new 
Republic of Israel. 

During my second stay in Jedda, during the second World War, 
I had twice made an official journey to Palestine which gave me an 
opportunity of becoming acquainted with its tragedy and with 
the men who played a role in it. Now in Tel Aviv I was fortunate 
again in meeting an old friend from war-time Jerusalem, Moshe 
Shertok, now His Excellency the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Moshe Shareth. He invited me to lunch in one of the hotels over¬ 
looking the wide, sandy beach of Tel Aviv and there we sat 
with Mr. Eban, the Israeh Representative to tlie United Nations. 
For more than lialf an hour Shareth asked me question after 
question about wliat had happened between my country and 
Indonesia. 

“You wiU excuse me if, belonging to a young independent 
state, we are inclined to give our sympathy to die Indonesian 
side?” 

“Of course I wOl. Mine are there too,” I repUed. “But I came 
here to ask questions, not to be questioned. Am I to have no 
chance?” 

My first question was how it had all come about, and then: 
“What now, Mr. Shareth?” 

“You mean the refugee problem?” 

“Yes. I think it is your most urgent problem, for you the 
question ‘to be or not to be’. You of course know the Arab 
proverb [Moshe Sharedi was bom in Palestine and grew up there 
as a boy speaking its language as well as his own mother-tongue]: 
at jar qahl ad-dar—£tst die neighbour and then the house—^that 
proverb is full of wisdom. You said just now that you were an 
oriental people that long ago reached nationhood in this country 
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and then being driven away by force bad started on a two-tbou- 
sand-year peregrination througbout die world. And you added: 
now we bave come back to where we started, to bve here for 
ever. Did you realize the full weight of such a statement?” 

With a smile Mr. Shareth answered: 

“I think so. But tell me, what are you t hinking of?” 

“I was thinking that be who claims to originate from and for 
ever to belong to this part of the world must be wilHng to take 
upon himself his share of the burden of the Arab nations hving 
here.” 

“That is just what I meant.” 

“Well then you agree that it is all-important for you to be 
accepted by them and openly do away with expressions such as 
being a bridgehead of the West?” 

“That is my conviction.” 

“In diat case there is the refugee barring your way.” 

Mr. Shareth then gave his explanation of the situation, that it 
was not the Jews who were to blame but the Arab leaders who 
ordered the Palestinians to move away from the Jews so that in 
the coming batde they might not be killed with them. 

“About the cause of the tragedy I may have a difierent opinion 
but what matters for you is that the problem is there and it 
could easily become a festering sore of hatred on your land 
frontier.” 

“How would you handle the problem, Mr. van der Meulen?” 

“Why ask me? I am not a Jew. You are and so you are respons¬ 
ible.” 

“I know that only too well and I don’t shirk it.” 

“Then why ask me that question?” 

“Because you must have had problems of mass suffering in your 
civil service in Indonesia. Tell me what you suggest.” 

I gave the answer: “The first thing to do in my opinion is to 
declare publicly that you are very sorry for the sufferings you 
caused to your Arab neighbour.” 

“But it is not our fruit; it was the nations of Europe who drove 
us here pressing us into this last place of safety.” 
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“I know, Mr. Shareth, and. I bow my head in shame for what 
we, the Christian nations of Europe, did to the Jews. You arc 
right in blaming us. But don’t try to tell the Arabs. They don’t 
know world history. But they know you and panic-stricken they 
took to flight after what was done in Deir Yasin and other places. 
Tell them that that is a cause of grief to you and ask their per¬ 
mission to try to make good what you did to them.” 

‘‘We camiot take them back, their houses have been whoUy 
filled by all those Jews who are now streaming into Israel. Anti 
will not take them all back; they would be a fifth column. We 
can only take Christian Palestinians and members of faTniliw 
that are half -with us and half in the refugee camps.” 

‘‘why accentuate religious dificrences!” 

‘‘Because Muslim Palestinians will always be loyal to their 
brother Muslims.” 

“if you think you cannot take them back, ask to be allowed to 
help them.” 

“in what way!” 

“Let your cleverest men make a plan for their resettlement and 
you be the first to make a substantial gift to put the plan into 
execution.” 

“Wel We arc bankrupt; we have no money.” 

“Give the money that will be given you, give of your poverty 
and the greater wiU be the impression upon the Arabs and upon 
the whole world.” 

King ‘Abdallah let me return to Old Jerusalem and from there 
I made my way to ‘Amman. I had a long talk with Ruhi Pasha 
and according to the promise I had given the King I told him 
what I had heard and seen in Israel and what might help to heal 
the breach between the two. 

And then I returned to Holland where in Hilversum a small 
team started talking to listeners in Arab speech. But the time 
came when my heart urged me to go once more to the Arabia of 
the Wahhabis to see with my own eyes whether my premonitions 
had come true. I also wanted to see what was happening in the 
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Hadhramaut and Aden Hinterland, that most picturesque part of 
Arabia where its old history is engraven in Sabaean script on the 
walls of the rocky wadis and where the ruins of the famous cities, 
the capitals of the five kingdoms of Arabian antiquity tliat once 
flourished along the incense road, are to be found, the Unknown 
Arabia of my explorations. 

I realized that it might be difficult to get a visa for entering the 
Sa'udi kingdom now that I was no longer in government 
service. So I decided to go and sec my old Arabian fidend Sheikh 
Hafiz Wahha who has been Ibn Sa'ud’s Ambassador in London 
for many years. Would he recognize me? Of course he did. He 
welcomed me as an old fliend and though he must now be quite 
fluent in English we talked Arabic and I relished finding myself 
back again in the atmosphere of confidence of the days when we 
first met in Muhammad Nasif’s house in the Jedda of 1926. 
When I ventured to ask whether it would be possible to visit His 
Majesty now that old age and weakness were weighing heavily 
on him the answer sounded like music in my ears: “Of course 
you must go and you will always be welcome. This very night 
I will write a letter to the King telling him of your proposed 
visit.” 

And so the door to Sa'udi Arabia was again open to me and 
soon I was on my way. Not to Jedda, the Red Sea port of en¬ 
trance, but to the Persian Gulf gate of Dhahran with al Khobar as 
its harbour. What interested me most was the switching over of 
Sa'udi Arabia’s centre of gravity to its cast side. There I would 
find the leaders of Aramco, most of whom I had met in 1944-S 
and who had again invited me to see how their work was pro¬ 
gressing. When I went ashore in this new Sa'udiyya in the 
beginning of February 1952 it was in the good old-fashioned 
way, landing from a sailing dhow with auxiliary motor, in 
which my companion on this occasion, Bram Drewes, a student 
of Arabic of Leyden University, and I crossed from Bahrain 
island vvhere a Dutch steamer had dropped us. We found a warm 
welcome in Dhahran, a quickly expanding oil town and the 
headquarters of the oil company, the Aramco. I was fortunate 
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enough to find the Amir Faisal in town. Assisted by Hafiz Wahba 
he was leading political discussions with a British mission that 
had come over to discuss ownership of a strip of desert the Saudis 
disputed with Sheikh Shahbut of Abu Dhabi, the ruler of one of 
the small coastal territories that had made a treaty with Great 
Britain long ago. The Amir Faisal welcomed me and told me that 
when the discussions were over he would return to ar-Riyadh 
and inform his father of my wish to visit him. I well understood 
that I must be patient and only hoped tliat I liad not come too 
late for a last audience with the King. 

It was not weary waiting in a place like Dhahran where I was 
the guest of a friend of war-time days, the capable young Am¬ 
erican Arabist Dr. George Rentz. 1 was back in Sa'udi Arabia 
and that was enough for me. The prospect of meeting the King 
in liis capital, of seeing the Crown Prince and of renewing my 
contact with the centre of Wahhabism, was more than sufficient 
for the time being and the only question that remained was 
whether Allah would give us, and die King, the blessing of health. 
In the meantime we had not a moment, for Americanhospitality, 
backed by the Aramco desert transport facilities, was opening for 
me a new Arabia with wide and unexpected horizons. What I 
had seen at the end of 1944 and the beginning of 1945 had been 
only a foretaste of what now opened before my eyes. 
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The Americans in Arabia 


Dhahran had grown considerably since I last saw it in January 
1945. The first women from America were tlien about to take 
possession of the first bungalows bdlt there. Nearly all the men 
lived together in long wooden barracks divided by a passage into 
two rows of double rooms. An air-conditioniag installation kept 
the rooms warm during the brief winter and cool during the 
sweltering heat of the long summer. Some thirty miles to the 
north of Dhahran, on the sandy cape of Ras Tanura, a great 
refinery was under construction, the small one in Dhahran having 
proved quite incapable of coping with the ever-increasing flow of 
oil. Ras Tanura reached out into deep water and quays had been 
built where big ships could tie up alongside. But th&e quays soon 
proved to be insufficient for the enormous quantities of material 
imported to keep pace with Aramco’s extension programme. 
Groups of prospectors had moved inland probing the country 
northward, then westward and finally southward where they 
discovered what was to be the greatest oil deposit ever found in 
one single field. Two fiictors spurred on these activities: the call 
for oil from the Middle East to help in bringing about a final 
decisioninthe war, and Ibn Sa'ud’s urgent need of money. During 
the war his income from die pilgrimage had slxrunk to nearly 
nothing. 

His expanding administration required more and more money 
though it was as yet not more thm a patriarchal system on to 
which a few ideas of Western origin had been grafted. It pro¬ 
duced results that were not good to beduin and quite inacceptable 
to Western eyes. The trustworthy Wahhabi administrators had 
proved to be below standard in the Hejaz and had been recalled to 

185 



THE WELLS OF IBN Sa'uD 

Nejd. As rulers of the desert they were adequate enough but the 
Hejaz proved too difficult for them to handle and the moral 
dangers to be found there too great for them. Thus, after ipad, 
tlie first year in which he had had to rule the difficult Hejaz with 
its touchy pilgrim problem, Ibn Sa‘ud reahzed that he must 
bring in more experts from outside. From Egypt, Syria, Iraq, 
the Lebanon and Palestine he got physicians, ndUtary officers, 
administrators and tcclmical men for the motor transport, 
condensing plants, etc. On the whole he was poorly served by 
these men and they were a heavy drain on the finances of the 
state. Not all the blame, however, should be laid on them as 
they got httle help from the local inliabitants and the Nejdi 
dlite looked down upon them as a very poor kind of true believer. 
This drove them to look to the King for support and led tliem to 
cling together. They soon had a monopoly of the medical services 
and as doctors to the ruhng famihes fomid opportunities to 
fortify their position. 

The Syrians also succeeded in penetratmg into tlie Financial 
and Foreign Departments. Some of them were capable, energetic 
and worthy men. The outstanding Syrian among them was 
Sheikh Yusuf Yasin, who originally came as a young man from 
Lataqiyya to ar-Riyadli in about 1923 and was intended to be the 
teacher of the young amirs. His abUity and integrity soon took 
him to the post of personal adviser and secretary to Ibn Sa'ud. 
He had served the Ring faithfully and well right from the early 
days when conditions were difficult and life was hard; and when, 
while he was away on a poUtical mission, he learnt of the death of 
his King, he was so overcome that he fainted. Sheikh Yusuf 
seemed to us Europeans moody and morose and fanatically anti- 
Western. For us he was hard to deal with. We were glad to know 
that above ■him was a man mudh. milder and wiser, a man free 
from any anti-Western bias. And so it often happened that the 
King decided in our favom: when we, the foreigners, liad clashes 
with Sheikh Yusuf, But I, for my part, gladly condone any harsh¬ 
ness I may have met with from ffie Shdkh because I saw in him a 
rock of moral strength in a sea of corruption. So far as I know, 
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Sheikh Yxosuf Yasin was an exemplary family man and a man 
who was not to be lured by the snares of luxury. If only the 
same could be said of his compatriots and of the Lebanese who 
presented themselves for work in tlie Sa'udi administration! 

Ibn Sa'ud knew that many of them were intriguers and self- 
seekers rather than supporters. Sometimes he gave vent to 
his fury. "When we heard of this in Jedda we received it with great 
satisfection, but we knew that the King could not do without 
these men, and they, alas, knew it too. This foreign element in 
important, and even in confidential posts was a constant source of 
weakness both administrative and financial. The Syrian—as the 
foreign Arab element in the administration soon came to be 
styled—^was naturally uncomfortable in the trying climate of 
Sa'udi Arabia and in its backward society. So most of them tried 
to put aside as much money as possible, and as quickly as possible, 
and quit this land of desert exile. 

Everyone in Sa'udi Arabia knew quite well what was happen¬ 
ing. Far too great a part of the income of the country fomid its 
way to the fashionable resorts of the Mddle East where the men 
who served Ibn Sa*ud found profitable investment for the money 
tliey had filched fi:om liim and his poor subjects. It is common 
knowledge that in Cairo, Beirut, Damascus and elsewhere, 
enormous blocks of the most e3q)ensive buildings beloi^ to 
Sa‘udi officials. 

It is not only the Syrians who caused leaks in the state treasury. 
Hejazi officials who had learned their lessons in. the days of the 
Turks and of King Husain, and Ncjdis of not too stern a "Wahliabi 
conviction, were very ready to follow their example. The pilfer¬ 
ing by officials of Sa'udi nationality, however, was less detri¬ 
mental to the country as it took them some Uttle time to learn how 
and where to place ffieir money abroad. When Wahhabi fervour 
began to retreat to the desert whence it liad come, Sa'udi official¬ 
dom became more and more infected by tlie spreading disease of 
corruption. And when the money from the oil began to flow the 
chances of grabbing it grew also and in big towns like Cairo 
public rumours spread exaggerated stories of the apartment 
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btiildings in the garden quarters of the town set up by ‘Abdullah 
as-Sulaiman and liis favourites. In the smaller towns of Lebanon 
and Syria the taxi-drivers told me more factual tales of those 
compatriots who had left the country for Sa'udi Arabia not very 
long before and who were now the happy owners of beautiful 
houses built along the shore of the Mediterranean or in the 
mountains of the Lebanon. So long as such stories are more 
admired than scorned, public censure of this behaviour of Sa‘udi 
officials will not help in curing the disease. 

The more the money leaked away, the greater became the 
demand for it and the stronger the pressure of the Sa'udi govern¬ 
ment on Aramco to step up their output. Aramco’s prospectors 
soon approached the borders of the British Protected Sheikhdoms 
along the Persian Gulf coast and the northern fringe of the ‘Oman 
territory and the quest for oil made frontier conilicts inevitable. 
A difference at Abu Dhabi was followed by the more serious one 
of Buraimi oasis claimed by the Sa'udis as convincedly as by the 
Masqat authorities. 

Originally Ibn Sa‘ud’s need for fcancial assistance had only 
fallen on Great Britain, the Western Power that in the first World 
War started giving him a monthly subvention. When the second 
World War started British assistance liad to be resumed. It was no 
longer a question of small, but of large, sums of money and of 
shipments of food as wcU. One can imagine with what bitterness 
my British colleagues saw that a great part of their relief was 
drained away from the country it was meant for and added to the 
private possessions of the leading Saudi officials. They pressed 
for effective control but their representations led to little result 
other than increased dislike of the British instead of gratitude for 
what Great Britain did for the country. 

Once before the King had tried to reorganize his Finance 
Department. At his request the Dutch Bank had found an expert 
who was asked to prepare a scheme for a thorough reorganization. 
He was given fuU powers of investigation and started to draw up a 
budget for the state. Those were dark days for the Sa'udi officers 
of finance. When the expert started to explain to His Majesty 
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that the basis of all sound national finance was the rigid separation 
of the income of the Royal Family from the income of the state 
ihe whole scheme was abandoned. The Kin^ would not submit 
himself to any control, no one should know what he was doing 
with his money. So after half a year of hard work a sadly disillu¬ 
sioned financial expert took his leave and tliere was great rejoicing 
in the Finance Department at his departure. A mortal blow to the 
most powerful and cleverest man in tlic Saudi government, to 
‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman liimsclf, had been warded off by the TTing 
who was not willing to pay the price without which no sound 
financial base could be laid. 

The next attempt at reform came from the British. When in 
the beginning of the second World War die aid in money and 
kind was rising month after month die British Minister in Jedda 
demanded the dismissal of Sheikli ‘Abdullah’s right-hand man, 
the Lebanese Najib Sallia. Widiout this man who was fully versed 
in modern book-keeping and who was responsible for financial 
contacts widi the outside world, Sheikli ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman 
would have been greatly handicapped. The British Minister 
insisted so Najib went into the wilderness whicli in liis case 
meant Egypt. And diere he continued working for His Majesty’s 
finances and for ‘AbduHali as-Sulaiman’s and liis own. The 
process was more circuitous but the results were the same. 
Nothing was changed for the better. 

The discovery of gold and oil and the advent of the Americans 
meant that ‘AbduUah as-Sulairaan was out of danger and beyond 
reach. He was not much younger tliaii Ibn Sa*ud, in uxoriousness 
he was nearer to the Sa'udis than to Yusuf Yasin and he did not 
believe in Wahliabi abstention where whisky was concerned, yet 
he was a hard worker and full of new ideas at a time when the 
King was losing his vigour. No one could now stop him fi:om 
calling back from exile Iiis clever former assistant Najib Salha, 
but the latter preferred the flesh-pots of Egypt. And he was useful 
there for the private financial transactions of both of tliem. 

‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman, second only to the King in power, was 
an exceptional man. He was content to remain in the background 
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but was virtually financial dictator. He built palaces for tbe King 
in nearly all the important places in the state. Huge compounds 
they were of impressive massiveness. Wherever there was water 
‘AbduUah as-Sulaiman would start an experimental garden. He 
was the right man to further Twitchell’s activities, to make full 
use of the latter’s technical abilities and to win him over to his own 
plans. He did the same later with the engineers of Aramco and the 
American State Department’s specialists who started the agri- 
ciiltural experiment of Al Kharj. Wherever new ideas were 
abroad in the land one could be sure of finding ‘AbduUah as- 
Sulaiman, He was a man who knew no &tigue, who grew with 
the miraculous growth of Ibn Sa'ud’s administration and who was 
admirable as the servant of a King whose financial acumen was 
that of a beduin. He was endowed with the genuine Arab gift of 
accommodating himself to aU circumstances of Ufe but he was not 
strong enough to withstand two enemies who unexpectedly came 
his way; money and whisky. And a Wahhabi he certainly was not. 

Yusuf Yasin and ‘AbduUah as-Sulaiman were thus the two men 
to whom the greatest tasks in the administration were given. Only 
two of the King’s sons were moved to the foreground: Sa‘ud, 
the Crown Prince, and Faisal, the second surviving son, who was 
made his representative in the Hejaz and whom he used to send 
abroad on poHtical missions. Sa‘ud he kept near him and gave him 
charge of the Nejd, Only reluctantly and towards the end of his 
life were these sons given real responsibility. Then younger sons 
were drawn into the picture but I myself only met one of them, 
Amir Mansur, who became Sa‘udi Minister for War and as such 
was posted in Taif where he commanded a smaU regular armed 
force. The foreigners in the country never dealt with one of the 
Amirs deputising for the King; their business if they had any, 
was with the Finance Minister Sheikh ‘AbduUah as-Sulaiman or 
with die King’s Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Sheikh YusufYasin. 

The Americans who were providing the principal source of 
income of the country were now receiving the greater part of 
Sa'udi official attention. They were more fortunate dm the 
rest of us in their dealings with the two Sa'udi key-men. Theirs 
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was, of course, not a difficult task. They brought the money, the 
men and the machinery to set the country on its headlong rush. 
The man who was in the American vanguard was Colonel W. A. 
Eddy, whose second fatherland was Syria, who spoke her language 
and who had known as a schoolboy several of the Syrians now 
serving Ibn Sa'ud. He had opportunities that no British Minister 
in Jedda had ever had and Colonel Eddy knew how to make good 
use of them. The American advent into Sa‘udi Arabia was nnlilcR 
any other. No other country had ever produced a Crane with a 
Muslim-Arab hobby. No other nation had had a Twitchell to 
rediscover Arabia’s gold and set oil flowing to the ends of the 
earth. America found a fortune in the poorest country of the 
world and shared the proceeds. The Americans found the task 
they accepted in an unknown country testing but most attractive. 

In Jedda I had seen Eddy and his men at work and had admired 
their forthrightness. I had seen the men of the gold-mine and with 
my wife had eiyoyed a treat—^rare for those of us who lived in 
Jedda—of motoring two hundred and fifty miles into the for¬ 
bidden interior to taste of their bountiful hospitality. 

With the development of the eastern part of Ibn Sa'ud’s 
land the Americans made the overland route firom Red Sea to 
Persian Gulf a darb an~nasara —a road for Christians. They built 
the landing-grounds and with air travel did away with the dist¬ 
ances and much of the heat and dust of Arabia. 

Aramco started her work with imported labour. Under 
American supervision camps, refineries, tank farms, etc., were 
built by Italians with unskilled labourers imported firom Iraq, 
Persia and India. Gradually as conditions permitted the men firom 
other countries were replaced by Sa’udis and so American 
contacts with the local population increased, the more so as the 
range of the Company’s activities spread out into the interior. Ibn 
Sa'ud’s original aim of isolating foreigners and thus creating a sort 
of sanitary cordon around his people to prevent any deterioration 
of their belief and morals came to nothing. Restrictive practices 
were swept aside in the sharing by two nations of a common task. 

Aramco had three departments working to smooth the 
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company’s way and as a guest of Dr. George Rentz, the Head of 
the Research Department, I was able to see what his department 
was doing. He and his men were the scholars, the Arabists in the 
broad sense of studying the people, their language, history and 
social conditions. And what golden opportunities they had! 
From the far backsands of the desert they had visitors with whom 
they coidd talk the whole day long if diey wished. Their guests 
from the interior were treated with the respect due to men who 
are in possession of invaluable knowledge. In Aramco’s hospitality 
these men had better fare than they had ever met with before and 
each, in addition, received a monetary gift. Here the systematic 
study of Arabia was, for the first time in the long history of the 
country, being done at home, and in an air-conditioned home at 
that. Here I met men from the remote wadis of the Hadhramauf. 
Manhalis and Sai'aris, ‘Awamir and Morris to meet whose tribes 
I, years before, had had to travel for months over the mountains 
and rocky plateaux of the Aden hinterland. It was good for us 
both to meet and talk about their homeland and, after the 
conditions prevailing in 1931 when I first visited their country, 
to sit in perfect peace and safety and not to be bothered by flies, 
fleas, bugs nor heat. Even more thrilling was it for me to find here 
sheikhs of tribes I scarcely knew of by name and who talked to 
me about regions then unknown to the West and of remote 
beduin dialects. In their daily talks with these men Rentz’s able 
assistants pieced together the information they required of the 
as yet unexplored regions into which Aramco wished to pene¬ 
trate. Drau^tsmen were busy drawing maps and adding those 
local features which give a map of the unknown parts of Arabia 
its real value. Here too were compiled facts never before studied 
about important parts of Sa'udi Arabia like Al Hasa province, 
and territories sudh. as the inner regions of ‘Oman bordering on 
the southern Sa'udi firontier, hitherto beyond Western explora¬ 
tion. All these publications were produced bflinguaUy in the 
Latin and the Arabic script, thus fillfilling a triple purpose; first of 
preparing the ground for Aramco’s operations, second of provid¬ 
ing the Sa'udi administration with invaluable information and 
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third of furthering the pursuit of learning. Besides collecting its 
own information on the spot this department kept in close con¬ 
tact with orientalists and scholars the world over and had 
assembled an admirable specialist library. Books or manuscripts 
required for study were often micro-filmed and aU modem 
resources pressed into service. Even the ungrateful Sa'udi could 
not be blind to the value of this priceless work of Aramco’s 
Research Development and as one result men like George 
Rentz had no difficulty at all with Sheikh Yusuf. The tables were 
turned by these Americans: on many a political problem the 
Sa'udis could not do without their superior knowledge. 

The second department that helped to smooth Arabian- 
American contacts was that of Public Relations. The work of this 
department was of a more superficial character than that of the 
other two and so far as I could see it relied very largely on them. 

The third was the Training Department, under Bbrry Snijder’s 
capable leadership. It had a double task; the technical tr aining of 
Arabs so that they might usefully work alongside Americans 
and the teaching of Americans to work in co-operation with the 
Arabs. For me who had performed similar duties in the Dutch 
East Indies it was a particular pleasure to see what the Training 
Department was doing and how they set about their task. I shall 
not soon forget my visits to the ‘school’ where thefirst sorting out 
of local applicants for employment was in progress. They were 
for the most part raw bedu fi:om the desert attracted by reports of 
the marveb that could be seen and the high money that could be 
earned. In a large room there were sitting together boys of sixteen 
and men of forty and all were given a fortnight’s instruction. 
At the time of my visit their two Palestinian teachers were 
teaching them to read and write. The lessons were conducted 
with the utmost good humour in which the whole class shared. 
As they worked the teachers began a first sorting of their human 
material and the men only fit for unskilled labour would be sent 
out to work. Those more fitted for skilled employment would 
be retained for further instruction. Here a cross-section of ffie 
nomad and oasis population was being given a chance to acquire 
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a new standard of living. A great responsibility indeed rested on 
the men of the Training Department. 

The other side of their work was the training of Americans 
to co-operate with Arabs and live contentedly in their country, 
and the promotion of ties of mutual trust and sympathy between 
the two nations. I was specially interested in the method used for 
teaching Arabic to Westerners. The sj^tem favoured was the 
so-called ‘natural’ way of leamii^ to speak a language as a child 
learns its mother-tongue. In my view this is wrong. An adult has 
more ways of storing his memory than a child has and with an adult 
all approaches should be used. I suggested that aU the students 
who were really interested in the language and wanted to learn 
more than the bare minimmn should be taught in an adult way. 

“Do not,” I said, “start telling them that Arabic is easy, that it is 
not necessary to learn to write it, that all that is required is to 
memorize a few stock phrases. Tell your students that Arabic is a 
difficult language, that it must be understood grammatically and 
that one must be able to read it in order to get the fullest benefit 
out of the privilege of Hving in Arabia,” 

I received an attentive hearing and was told that the Training 
Department would go deeper into the matter for both Americans 
and Arabs. The Department, I knew, took a very serious view of 
its responsibilities and was even then considering plans by which 
Arab trainees would be sent beyond the borders of Sa'udi Arabia 
into the universities of the Middle East and even further, into the 
centres of learning in the West. For the American employees 
the matter was not one of national interest but important none 
the less if they were to be successful in Sa'udi Arabia. The Training 
Department keptin contactwithme and, much to my gratification, 
invited me again to Dhahran in the middle of 1954 for discussions 
on the question of future fines of study for the keener Americans. 

Aramco’s work of geographical exploration in Arabia had for 
me a special interest, because so far back as 1931 I had myself 
been a pioneer in this field in the Hadhramaut which is in south¬ 
west Arabia. So the Aramco explorers were kindred souls to me 
and 1 went to Dhahran hoping to hear of their experiences and to 
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see something of the work they were domg. When I arrived in 
Dhahran most of them were absent because their working season 
was in full swing. I was fortunate enough to be invited to visit 
tbpTn iu action both in the south and in the north. The two trips 
that followed were for me the highlights of my stay with Aramco. 
Geologist Carr took me a good one-day drive to the first camp 
south of the wells of Jabrin. We reached the camp two hours 
after siuiset but there was no danger of our missing it, as a power¬ 
ful electric lamp on a high pole announced the site firom the far 
distance. Half of the camp Hved in caravans and half in tents. As a 
guest I was given the best type of sleeping accommodation, which 
was on top of a double-deck aluminium caravan. It was a fine 
room and, of course, had electric light. It was screened against 
flies during the day and mosquitoes at night; it was air-conditioned 
and I did not sleep on a camp-bed but on an American patented 
mattress. The men in the camp worked five weeks at a stretch 
and were then taken by plane to Dhahran for a week’s hoHday. 
I sat with them until midnight answering their questions and 
telling them what Arabian exploration had meant for me when 
with my firiend Professor Von Wissmann I had trekked with half 
a dozen camels walking in ficont or following them, but always on 
foot through an Arabia that was fer more romantic than the land 
of Ibn Sa'ud. The next morning I had the use of their shower- 
bath wagon and then, sitting in the shade of an awning attached 
to the kitchen wagon, ate a choice of American food. It was diffi¬ 
cult indeed for me to realize that I was on the very border of the 
Empty Quarter that Bertram Thomas had crossed for the first 
time only twenty years before. We were actually near the eastern 
border of the Dahana desert that here changed its name to 
Duhaina which means the Httle Dahana; southwards it ended in 
ar-Rumaila—the Htde sands. Whai I sat in my sleeping-room I 
looked out over a faintly undulating land of reddishsandsprinkled 
witib patches of white gravel Here and there were small bushes 
that showed as small, dark tufts sparsely scattered over the empty 
land. Overhead spanned a bleak sky so thick with blown dust 
that one could stare at the sun with the naked eye as through a 
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heavy veil. Wind, blown sand, heat and silence was what the day 
promised. Driving deeper into the great desert we saw no animal 
life. Once in 1939 coming fiom the southern coast of Arabia and 
travelling with Von Wissmann and his assistant through a land 
from which life seemed to have retreated, my companions and I 
had said to each other: there in the distance must be the Rub* al 
Khah. We had not then the means to venture further ahead. Now 
I was driving southwards towards that same Rub* al Khali as 
guest of the American oil company. 

At intervals of about fifty miles we passed a soHtary herdsman 
keeping watch over widely dispersed camels. Grazing was sparse 
and hard to find for it rained here only about once in every three 
years. Then the desert would quickly be covered with green and 
camels would come great distances for the grazing. Even small 
boys would then be given ten to twelve camels in thek charge. 
Mr. Carr once saw such a year of abundance in the Duhaina. He 
asked such a boy where his tribe was and the boy answered that 
he did not know. 

*‘What do you live on?” 

The boy pointed to his head and on his head was an inverted 
wooden bowl. Into that bowl he milked one of his camels and 
that would be his food and drink for weeks on end. As we passed 
those soHtary herdsmen I could not hdp wondering what it must 
be like to be alone for hours of endless watching in an empty and 
lifeless land. Every day the same as the day before and as empty 
and silent as the days to come. "What would be in his mind? 
What would be in mine in such circumstances? 

In the next Gravity Meter camp I met Mr. Gerhard the 
geologist in charge of the group of camps working in the Rub* 
al Khah. The Gravity Meter is a very sensitive instrument 
registering the transmission of vibrations caused by the artificially 
induced explosions used in oil prospecting for indications of 
subsoil structure. Mr. Gerhard took me south to the spot where 
PhHby had stood as the first Westerner to be guided by bedums to 
the ‘burnt city of the desert’. Al Hadida—^the Iron—was com¬ 
prised of two big meteoric craters. When the meteor hit the 
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ground its great heat had melted the sand and reduced it to caked 
black lumps. 

I had driven with Gerhard a hundred miles over high dunes of 
reddish sand, all crescent-shaped with ste^ gradients of 30° 
facing south. The slopes to the north, whence we came, were 
gentle. At a short distance behind us there followed a Dodge 
breakdown car. We would drive at full speed to reach the crests 
of the half-moons of sand and then turn sharply so as to avoid 
toppling over on the other side. Whenever we stuck in the sand 
the breakdown car would halt, hitch a steel cable to our car and 
then pull us out. 

In camp at night the talk always veered towards die topic of 
America’s increasing involvement in Arabia. Gerhard was a man 
with experience in many other Eastern countries, and he could 
make comparisons. For him and for his fellow-workers the real 
problems were not those of the technical processes connected with 
oil but the problems of America’s attitude towards Arabia, her 
coping with the poverty and backwardness of the country. These 
talks, not, alas, around a camp-fire, nor in the presence of the 
natives of the country, revealed to me some of the uneasiness that 
was growing among these men in the firont line. They knew better 
than the men in Dhahran how Arabia reacted to America’s 
experiments and in them I saw grounds for hope. 

I flew back to Dhahran in a small plane diat serviced the 
camps of the Empty Quarter using flat strips of gravelly desert 
as landing-groimds. The desert no longer offered serious obstacles 
to American motor vehicles and air transport obviated even the 
darker of breakdowns and losing one’s way. And so the greatest 
sand waste of Arabia, the Empty Quarter, is losing its significance 
as a natural dividing zone between the countries bordering on it. 
Saudi Arabia was annexing the bulk of those sands where no man 
could live and no others could go to protest. America was the 
instrument of Sa'udi penetration because she wanted to know 
whether these sands too were floating on oil. 

The American exploration of the mnermost parts of Arabia 
had eliminated the dang^s and hardships that were formerly 
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inseparable from them. Viewed, from the American camps the 
desert lost its menace, its all-envelopitig immensity and silence, its 
nearness to eternity. The desertwas being tamed and losing its grim 
soul and the beduin desert-dweller was passing out of existence. 

Silence fled from the desert with the heavy purring and thud¬ 
ding of motors that worked day and night. Water was no longer 
the hfe-blood of the traveller and scarcely the rahmat Allah — 
the blessing of Allah. A huge tank-wagon stood arrogandy in the 
middle of each camp like an enormous panzered water-bag. Even 
the heat that used to strike man and beast dumb seemed to be 
kept at arm’s-length in these camps. The smell of the motor 
replaced that of the camel. Formerly the camel had helped man¬ 
kind to overcome his fear of the desert and together they turned 
it into a dweUing-place for both of them. The intruders from 
America had no use for the camel and no fear of the desert. The 
Arabia of old they were pushing inexorably aside. Before their 
advancing host the characteristic Arabia retired with its beauty, 
its poetry, its grandeur and, let us hope, part of its sufierings too. 

My visits to the north took me to difierent country and 
showed me a different side of the American oil activity. We 
travelled day after day over a road that had been built when the 
first trans-Arabian pip&-line was under construction. This time 
we did not sleep in camps but in houses arranged in compounds 
around pumping stations. At night these stations were an im¬ 
pressive sight with all their lights shining far into the desert. 
Day after day we drove alongside the pipe-line which is surely the 
most hideous if perhaps not the least essential concomitant of oil 
operations. The pipe is not buried but generally rests two or three 
feet above the surface of the desert, on metal or concrete supports. 
The pipe with the road alongside it and the supervising ’plane on 
its daily tour of inspection from the air have cut clean through the 
desert’s independence. The pipe, heedless of age-long desert 
customs and rights, now dominates life in these grazing grounds 
of the Shammar, the tribe of Ibn Sa'ud’s once formidable oppon¬ 
ents, the Rashids. The tribal life still went on and I passed many 
beduins mounted on their camels with their tents and other 
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belongings and followed by the boys with the herds of small cattle, 
sheep and goats, and with their privileged women riding imder 
canopies that they call hawdaj or maqsar. Compared with themenin 
the south, the men of the Shammar were tall and attractive-looking. 
They lived in a generally cooler climate, in much more fertile 
country with long, wide, sloping wadis green with vegetation. 

It was the end of March and they were gradually moving 
towards their summer quarters in the north. The pipe could only 
be passed at intervals where a mud ramp was built over it but 
any inconvenience the pipe-line caused to the bedu was more 
than compensated by the stations of drinking-water built for 
them and their herds wherever the company was itself in need of 
water for its men and machines. The five pumping-stations along 
the pipe-line between the Persian Gulf and the Jordan frontier 
have become centres of attraction for the nomads in summertime. 
But the sites of these unfailing watering-places were chosen fisr 
the convenience of the oil company and not that of the beduins, 
and often the good grazing grounds are far away from them. 
Still, around a pumping-station hke Turaif, the farthest to the 
west and only a few miles firom the Jordan fiontier, the summer 
of 1951 saw three thousand beduin tents pitched. Because of these 
concentrations of beduins around the water reservohs of the 
T.A.P. line (the Trans-Arabian Pipe line as it is called) the Sa‘udi 
govenunent were able to intensify its control of the beduins 
and to start welfare work among them. The government 
leant heavily on the men of the T.A.P. line which is a branch 
organization of Aramco, and induced the company to build 
ofilces and houses for the Sa'udi ofiicials. From what I saw of the 
building that was going on around Badana and Turaif I thought 
that Sa'udi officials working in the shade of the T.A,P. line were 
to be congratulated. The schools for beduin children and for the 
youth of the quickly expanding villages that sprang up close to 
the pumping-stations were bruit to a standard pattern evolved by 
American and Arabs in co-operation. Perhaps the standard was 
too high, too American, too far above nomad requirements. I 
mysdf would have preferred to see mud buildings in the local 
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marnier that enriched past centuries of Arab architecture. T.A.P. 
line changed the life of the neighbouring nomads abruptly, too 
abruptly. Even the style of dress which had not changed sub¬ 
stantially for ages was now being discarded. New food made its 
appearance and was welcomed by people who had hitherto only 
known the monotonous desert diet. More disturbing was the 
birth of a spirit of unrest and discontent. For all his novelties the 
bedu had to pay by speeding-up the tempo of desert life and by 
increased efforts to get the money to buy them. And the money 
was never enough, for prices soared unceasingly. 

Our party was so absorbed by all we saw along the pipe-line 
road and around the bustling pumping-stations that little time 
was left for visits to the nearest prospecting camps. Here they were 
not of leading importance, the pipe-line was. I tried to see as much 
as possible of the land and its population. Whenever I met them 
mounted on their camels, farmed out in a disorderly manner 
as they advanced through the desert, the Shammar had no time 
for foreigners. From the height of thek weE-fcd, tall mounts 
they looked down upon the man who walked over to them. Their 
women wondered with amusement what I was going to photo¬ 
graph while I ran to keep pace with the long strides of the camels. 
"What they must have expected happened. I picked out a young 
woman proudly seated on cushions among the brightly coloured 
straps of her maqsar. A bride elect of the sheikh? WTien she saw 
me coming she jumped down lithely from her high seat, fell, was 
quick on her feet again and off among the marching camels, to 
die accompaniment of laughter from the other women. I had to 
be content with the photograph of the empty shell. 

Once, with Hans Helley, the young leader of the party, I left 
the pipe-line and rode across country towards die black dots of a 
Shammar camp. Dismounting, we slowly approached on foot, 
announcing our arrival by discreet coughing. A litde boy, taking 
his coinage in both hands, brought us to the b^ tent, a much 
larger ‘house of hair’—as the beduin calls his tent woven from 
goats’ hair—^ihan those usually seen in the south. The reception 
was as always in the desert. 
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“Ahlan wa sahlan, ya ajnabi ”—^“You are welcome, O stranger.” 
Even the women joined in the general activity to make us feel 
comfortable, spreading sheepskins over camel-saddles for us to 
lean against and bringing in butter that just had been made from 
goats’ milk. We accepted gratefully and shut our eyes to the 
goats’ hair with which the gift was liberally adorned. Our host 
flung some dried camel dung on to the fire and pounded coffee 
beans, while the little boy who had had the courage to bring 
us to the tent was praised by the sheikh and sent to invite the 
men from the other tents to come and join us. He was a smart 
little boy by beduin standards and had the nice pet name of 
Khufaiyef which is a diminutive of khaJif—Ught: we might have 
called him ‘httle feather’. When I asked him to pose for his 
photograph, his courage suddenly left him and tears began to 
appear in his eyes. Fortunately a small present served to overcome 
this moment of weakness. When his photograph had been taken 
he was told by bis father to greet “ask-shaiha —^the greybeard” 
properly. Xitde feather’ came nearer and kissed not only the 
greybeard—that was I—but every member of the party. His warm 
young lips touched our cheeks in turn and we had to overlook 
his dirty nose. After the butter came the coffee and then to 
finish up with a long draught of buttermilk before we went our 
way again. 

Several times we went off the beaten track to view the remains 
of reservoirs formerly built to catch rain-water. We 

saw also the ruins of what long ago may well have been fortified 
places guarding grazing grounds in the broad wadis. The most 
impressive of the ruins we saw were at Duqra, twenty miles 
south of Turaif. There the surrounding wall of a tnahfara still 
stood to a height of twenty feet. The eliptical reservoir itself 
measured two hundred and forty feet in length and one hundred 
and sixty in breadth. Nearby we saw the ruins of a huge building, 
one hundred and twenty feet wide, the lower part of whose walls 
of tall hevm blocks of stone was still standing. Behind it a great 
spread of ruins could be seen. For archaeologists this north-west 
tip of Sa udi Arabia seems to oSec a great field of exploration. 
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The last day of this excursion brought me to the farthest point 
of Sa'udi territory. The boundary with Jordan has not yet been 
fixed but may well be an outstanding landmark called the Tell 
al Hibr —the Ink Hill—a biU covered with black boulders, perhaps 
an old volcano. As I climbed over the boulders I noticed that in 
places the shiny black face of the rock had been scratched with 
characters that were clearly legible. There were a number of 
these graffiti but few when compared with the abundance of 
such inscriptions in the west and south-west of the Peninsula. 

We flew back to Dhahran in Aramco’s regular service-plane, 
landing at every pumping-station and even at the nearly for¬ 
gotten Ras Misha'ab, the sandy cape on the Persian Gidf coast, 
where during the building of the T. A.P. hne the huge iron casings 
thirty inches in diameter, were landed by means of an aerial steel 
cable. Only a remnant of the former settlement was left. 

The sun was setting when we approached Dhahran and in the 
Aiding light I saw innumerable mounds breaking the flat surface 
of the desert. They were not simple sand dunes but man-made 
monticules, tumuli, as are to be found on Bahrain island. 1 had 
also seen them on the hillsides of Wadi Al Khaij, the next goal of 
my investigations during my stay with Aramco. The air transport 
of the company had opened up a vast field of research in eastern 
Sa‘udi Arabia. Saudi Arabia had opened its doors wide to the 
men who were discovering and producing her oil. They were 
given an opportunity for fiurther exploration of the country on a 
scale hitherto unknown and they gladly seized the opportunity 
presented to them. But that was not all. The more they got to 
know the people in whose midst they had to work the more they 
realized that they had, too, a humanitarian task to perform and m 
this their people at home, their Government would have to join 
for much of Saudi Arabia’s future depended on it. Al iCharj 
was the first proof of America’s wider tmderstanding of her 
responsibilities in Arabia. In 1944-5 I liad seen how Aramco and 
the State Department had started out. I was very anxious to see 
what progress they had madeand so I now turned my face towards 
Al Khag, the American experiment with water and agriculture. 
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Back in Dhahran I did not find awaiting me the expected 
invitation firom the King to visit him in ar-Riyadh. I was in no 
hurry but cherished the hope I would not have to leave the 
country without having seen the King, the Crown Prince and 
ar-Riyadh as a town of oil prosperity. One dung more I had in 
my mind and that was, before continmng my journey to south¬ 
west Arabia, to see again Al Kharj, the American agricultural 
experiment, fifty-four nules to the south of the capital. In January 
1945 I had been the guest of the men sent out by the American 
State Department to show the Arabs what mechanized farming 
could do even with desert sod if water could be pumped to it. I 
had good and bad memories of that trip and of the hardships I 
had suffered between Dhahran, and Al Kharj and ar-Riyadh. My 
Ford wagon had fought a stiff battle with the high sand dunes of 
the Dahana desert and often I had had to join in the fight. The 
red hue that sunset threw on the sands had seemed to me not 
entirely earthly and not inappropriate to the struggle. I was not 
reluctant to see the Dahana again, this time not to struggle with 
her but to ride as her victor, as a passenger on the Sa'udi railway. 

It was an early spring morning when Bram and I stbod near the 
sikhat al feadtd—the iron road—on a spot where later a station was 
to be built, on the outskirts of Dhahran. "We were elated at the 
prospect of the journey but our elation did not last long. A sand¬ 
storm had been blowing throughout the night, the air was thick 
with dust, no sun was to be seen and with a grey shy of mourning 
above us, we stood unprotected in the open and shivered. We 
knew that the train had aheady left Dammam, its starting point. 
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For more than an hour we waited, ashamed to go back to the 
friends who had told us how foolish we were to think of traveUiug 
by rail. Finally we heard and then saw the train coming. It ad¬ 
vanced very slowly indeed. In front of the green-and-whitestriped 
diesel engine a sort of snow-plough on wheels had been adapted 
for sand ploughing and in a car behind the engine rode a group of 
men with shovels and spades. As we made our way to Abqaiq, 
the second centre of od acrivity, visibility was very poor; we 
moved in constant fear of running into too much sand for the 
plough. "When that happened, the workmen descended and 
cleared the rails by hand. We, inside, were not very happy. 
There was dust everywhere. We could not even see the desert 
but we tried to be as patient as Arabs in similar ciccumstances. 
Hours after Abqaiq we arrived at Hufliuf, the great oasis, but 
saw very Httle of it. Usually Arab travellers on a train like to pass 
the time in eating and drinking. This day we all seemed to be 
down-hearted for there was Httle eating and drinking and less 
talking. Nose and mouth covered against the dust, we sat 
crumpled up in protection against the cold wind. In a big south¬ 
ward bend we set out for Haradh and there we halted. AH the 
passengers got down and washed their hands, arms, faces and 
feet with the water that flowed from an iron pipe and could not 
be turned off. After ablutions, prayers were said and we all 
climbed back into the train and set off again for Al Kharj in the 
neighbourhood of which we arrived about midnight. If no one 
had been there to meet us we should have had to curl up beside 
the tracks. Fortunately a car was waiting for us and soon carried 
us off to a shower-bath and a clean room in an American home. 
My second contact with Al Khaq had begun. 

Two things had impressed me during my first visit in 1945: the 
monuments of the past and those of a very modem present. Both 
were stiU there and I was now better prepared to meet them. The 
Americans had brought here their best machinery and their 
know-how and money was not lacking. The monuments of 
antiquity around Al Kharj were stiH waiting to be explored and 
yield up what secrets they might have, I Imew now that these 
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remains -were much greater in ntunber and far more varied tVign 
I had suspected seven years before. 

In May 1942 the United States Agricultural Mission headed by 
Twitchell had, after the meeting with Ibn Sa'ud, gone to iU 
Kharj, guided by Sheikh ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman. He had himself 
started the Al Kharj experiment some years before by importing 
Iraqi agricultural engineers. One of them was stdl there when 
Twitchell arrived. ‘AbduUah as-Sulaiman had also secured the 
co-operation of some engineers and geologists from the oil 
company and work was begun in the optimistic expectation that 
it cotild not fad. An earher attempt made in ancient days had 
come to grief because of diminishing water supplies. Near the 
great water-holes of Al Khaq and in the neighbouring desert one 
could still see the remains of irrigation ditches, one deeper than 
the other and even the qanat —^the underground water conduit of 
Persia—^that had been tunnelled through the limestone over long 
distances, many feet deeper in the earth than the deepest ditch. 
The ancient Arabs had seen aU these efforts come to naught and 
the cultivation of Al Kharj had stopped. 

‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman was convinced that modem machinery 
would succeed where the ancient Arab had failed. Motor pumps 
would make the water flow into the irrigation ditches and then 
Al Khag’s former prosperity would return. Hie water holes of 
Al Khag were very impressive, especially the ‘Ain Dhila', a 
deep square well with perpendicular sides, cut in the edge of 
Wadi Al Kharj. Looking down on its dark, shiny mirror one could 
well understand the urge to bring water to the arid plains above. 
‘Ain Dhila‘ and ‘Ain Samha, 300 feet each in diameter with water 
420 feet below the surface, were a miracle in Al Kharj. Umm 
Ghisa in the plain, a mile to the west, was only forty-five feet 
deep and much less impressive. 

I had the good fortune to meet Muhammad al ‘Uthman as- 
Subai‘i who in 1940 had been taken by ‘Abdtillah as-Sulaiman 
from their common native village al Khabra near ‘Anaiza and 
brought here. Muhammad as-Subai‘i told me that British engin¬ 
eers had brought the first motor pumps and that once the pumps 
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had been got working they were left in the care of the Iraqi. 
They pumped the two ancient wells of ‘Ain Umm Ghisa and the 
‘Ain Samba but the water level sank and the foimdations of 
the pumps gave way having been laid too near to the border of 
the ‘Ain. When two years later the Americans took over it was 
decided to concentrate on the ‘Ain Dhila‘ which was situated a 
httle way uphiU in more soUd limestone. Aramco provided 
geologists in B. A. Brancamp, Tom Barger and L. M. Snijder 
and field engineers Brown, Perry and Holbard. Aramco also 
advanced money, brought and installed machinery and made 
the water flow again in the British-bmlt main channel. 

That is what TwitcheU’s State Department Mission found. 
They were seized with the same facile optimism that had inspired 
those who had worked at the experiment before them. On return 
to Washington the Mission persuaded the State Department that 
this was America’s opportunity to make an official contribution 
to the nation in whose land was die oil that might be of decisive 
importance to the Allied war-effort. In those days England was 
making a great effort to bring wheat and rice to Sa'udi Arabia 
and so stave off starvation. If wheat could be grown within the 
country it would release m'gendy needed AUied sea transport and 
be the surest means of providing food for the local population. 
The project seems to have been adopted without much investiga¬ 
tion, as Twitchell puts it in his Saudi Arabia : ‘A most efficient and 
able group of practical agriculturists loaned by the United States 
Department of Agriculture was sent. They have directed an 
immense amount of construction along lines of the most ap¬ 
proved American practice.’ 

In January 1945 I had met these ten or twelve men then fuEy 
occupied in trying to irrigate and cultivate Arabian desert on 
American lines. It was a feasible project although difficult and 
of doubtful wisdom. If the object was to produce as much wheat 
as possible in the shortest possible time, this indeed was the way to 
do it. The demands of the Allied war no doubt acted as a spur 
but if the experiment was to go ferther and be a way to help 
Arabia, to show her how her agriculture could be raised to a 
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higher level, this, surely, was not the right way to go about it. 
War-time is no time for adequate preparation or deep study. 
The quick and simple way was to imitate what had been done and 
done successfully in the desert lands of America. And that was 
what I saw happening in Al Kharj in January 1945. But in the 
spring of 1952 the guiding principle of the experiment had, so 
far as I could see, not been changed and that was mexcusable. 

After the initial set-backs that are to be expected when foreign 
methods are used m a country with entirely different conditions, 
most of the difficulties seemed to have been overcome. Twitchell, 
whom I knew as a sober and prudent man, wrote in his book: 
‘MechaniEation at Al Kharj has proven practical. In 1945 there 
were 1,452 workers on the farm; in 1949 this number was 
reduced to 74a but production was increased.’ Elsewhere Twitchell 
wrote: ‘In 1951 cash value of the harvest exceeded the costs of 
the operation.’ 

In January 1945 the Americans Hved m a mud-built house near 
‘Ain Dlula* where the motor pumps raised water for the irrigation 
of the neighbouring plain. Now in 1952 the American centre had 
been moved seven iniles away to better soil where two flat plots 
of mixed loam and sand were being cultivated. Twenty miles to 
the south-west the third and most fertile plot of all got its water 
from the Khafi Dughra well. A total of 3,500 aa'es was under 
cultivation and it was said that with the water available a total 
area of eight thousand acres could be irrigated. With Joe Clark 
Smith and his wife Winon, a yotmg couple deeply interested in 
the problems of poverty and backwardness of the Arabian culti¬ 
vators of the soil, I made a trip every day through the cultivated 
parts and in the surrounding country. This American pair was 
making an effort to learn the two foreign languages that were 
their daily stumbling blocks in Al Kharj: Arabic £rst and then 
French, "^i^at French people were doing here will soon be seen. 
I drove through every section of the plantations. Bersim — 
lucerne—^the staple fodder for the four hundred Sa'udi cows and 
for the two hundred odd royal horses, together with Sudan grass 
and wheat, covered the greater part of the fields. Cabbages, 
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onlotis, tomatoes, green peas, carrots, beet, dif&rent varieties of 
melons, egg-plants and potatoes made up the rest. Wide stretches 
of tomato and egg-plants seemed dead; the cold had killed them 
or nearly done so. There were nearly 20,000 date-palms of 
sturdy growth. These trees do not bear fruit until their sixth year 
and on each of those that were not much older I counted eight to 
nine clusters of blossom. Later the number may rise to fifteen. 
The poUmation, as usual in Arabia, was done artificially, a 
cluster of blossoms of a female tree was cut open witli a knife 
and a small bundle of flowers firom the male tree introduced 
before the place was bound up again with fibre. 

An experiment in poultry raising was shown to me with special 
pride. The year before three thousand chickens had been supplied 
to the Royal Court which also took 250 eggs daily. The number 
of both eggs and chickens was soon to be doubled. Incubators 
were working at top speed and a first generation of turkeys was 
being raised successfully, the eggs being flown over from America. 

There were scarcely any labourers to be seen in the cultivated 
fields of Al Kharj. The American principle of doing the work 
with machines instead of men had been followed here. When I 
asked Joe Clark he agreed it was a mistake and said that he tried 
to let as much work as possible be done by men and women. The 
only men who had their houses in the plantations were the guards 
who patrolled the fields on horseback during the night keeping 
away thieves and preventing Arabs from letting their camels stray 
on to the greenstuff. When we wanted to talk to Arabs Joe, his 
wife and I had to drive to a headman’s house or to the incubators 
where young Hadhramis firom the Aden Protectorate were in 
charge. The guards, too, were not local: they had learned theic 
job in the army of their home country, Jordan. The stories they 
told in firont of their American bosses often smelt a Httle anti- 
British and they appeared to see no inconsistency in declaring there 
great pride in being sons of Abu Hunaiq —^the fither of the small 
chin—Glubb Pasha, the man who made the Beduin Legion the 
best Arab armed force of the Middle East. 

Joe Clark took me to as-Saih, the most prosperous of the villages 
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of Al Kharj district, to the house of an Arab whose name was 
‘Abdallah bin Muhammad as-Sama‘il and who styled himself 
Wazic of Amir Sa'ud al Kabir, an uncle of the King. I had already 
met him in the house of his lord, seven years before. He had made 
good use of the chances ofiered to him by the presence of the 
Americans and the prosperity that followed in their train. We 
had cofice and tea and every one of our party was presented with 
a package of 200 excellent American cigarettes. Joe got two. 
Thanks to our host I was invited to the house of Muhammad, the 
son of the old Sa'ud al ICabir. Him, too, I had met seven years 
before and in memorable circumstances. He was then returning 
from Mecca where he had accompanied his mother to perform 
the pilgrimage. Both of us had diflSculties because of the rain. 
I passed a car in the distance and saw it getting bogged in the 
mud. Walking over to lend a hand I was welcomed by a tall, fine- 
looking man who was helping his driver to clear the car. He 
was Muhammad and a moment later he came over to help us 
when we got stuck. Here he was again, recognizing me at once 
and inviting me to go to al Hayathim, another Al Khag village, 
where he had a garden and a big house. He himself could not go 
but the wazir of the family knew all about it and would show us 
the trophies of the hunting expedition from which he had just 
returned. When I asked him about his trip he told me he had taken 
twenty desert motor vehicles, which is the new way of hunting, 
and that he had ranged even as frr as the wadis bordering on the 
Rub' al EhaU. The white oryx— wudhaihi —^was the game they 
went after. They had killed forty baqar al u/aks/f—wild cows— 
as the white oryx is also called by the Arabs. The white oryx 
belongs to the antelope family and is the tallest animal Hving wild 
in desert Arabia. This sturdy, snow-white, animal with its black 
blaze and black feet and its long, slightly curved horns is the most 
beautiful representative of Arabian animal life. When I heard 
what Muhammad said I could not help showing my repulsion at 
such butchery and said: “You cotild not eat half that number 
even if you had a big party. You must have thrown away at least 
half of the Idll.’ ’ He did not deny it but his face continued to beam 
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with the satisfaction of the successful hunter. Then as if to console 
me he said: “This time we caught some alive. Come and take a 
picture of them in my garden.” 

I listened to more hunting stories. The year before their party 
had killed sixty-four oryxes and of course far more than a hundred 
gazelles. Looking out of the window I saw that behind the 
Amir Muhammad’s three cars was a pidc-up at the back of which 
was fixed a horizontal wooden bar bound with sack-cloth. 
Eight hunting falcons with leather caps covering their heads 
and eyes were perched on the bar into which their sharp daws 
dug firmly. How ugly this modem combination looked and yet 
how picturesque it had been in the days when the falcons were 
carried on the leather-dad arms of the falconers moimted on Arab 
horses. In those days oryx and gazelle and other game had had a 
chance. Hunting had then meant a struggle of endurance between 
man and game. It also meant a contest in alertness and in the 
sharpness of the senses of the hunted and the hunter, be it a horse, 
falcon or that forebear of our modem greyhound, the saluqi. 
Years before, in Jedda, I had seen the beginning of thfe motorized 
slaughter when the ejffrenjis —the foreigners—^started the dangerous 
and exdting sport. 

When first in Jedda I used to drive aimlessly in the desert, 
and as soon as I was far away firom the beaten tracks, saw herds 
of gazelle fleeing before my car. In later years the herds had 
become small groups. The gazelle was fighting a losing battle 
for the Hejazi, as now the Nejdi, alas, had learnt the effienji 
lesson only too well. In Muhammad ibn Sa'ud al Kabir’s garden 
I admired his six white oryxes, the few that escaped alive fiom 
his royal hunting expedition. How long, I wondered, will it be 
before die white oryx departs into Arabia’s past to join there the 
many other species of fauna that once lived and now live no more 
in die Peninsula? In Muhammad’s garden I also took some 
pictures of the wad —an ibex or wild goat —z typical animal of 
the rocky mountains of west and south Arabia that I saw here for 
the first time firom nearby. He at least cannot be followed with 
motor cars and may well survive the oryx. 
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I have to thank Joe Clark and his wife "Winon for other en¬ 
counters in the Al Kharj of their days. They introduced me to the 
French mission, twelve men sent out in advance of others who 
were to build a factory for small arms and ammunition and a 
military town which they called a ‘dte militaire’. In the townlet of 
al Khaq the extensive former royal palace had been turned into 
barracks. The Saudi government seemed to be planning new 
mihtary headquarters to be built much nearer the capital than the 
existing headquarters in Taif and both contracts had gone to a 
French firm. An Alsatian, Dr. Peltz, with his wife and little 
daughter were special firiends of the Clarks and were soon mine 
too. Dr. Peltz was deeply interested in the country and its people 
and he proved to have a sharp nose for antiquities. Before we went 
to see his discoveries I was shown the lay-out of the officers’ 
quarters of the future Sa'udi army. The work in progress centred 
round die well which had to produce the water for the workers 
and their machmery. In the plan even a modem swimming 
pool for the army officers and the factory engineers was included. 
What was told about the factory reminded me of the Imam of the 
Yemen’s similar small-arms factory for San'a. It is understandable 
that Arab Governments should wish to make their own weapons 
but they would be better advised not to play with such useless 
toys. Much cheaper and better small arms and ammunition can 
be bought fi:om countries where these highly perfected industries 
have existed for many years. It will take many years to train 
beduins into skilled workers and even then the factory will be 
entirely dependent on foreign countries for its raw material. 
The experience of the Imam in San‘a ought to have served as a 
warning. 

I was glad to turn with Dr. Peltz to vestiges of Arabia’s past. 
Together we went to Jebel Farzan near the village of Sulaimiya 
whose date-groves seemed to be fighting a losing battle with the 
sands. There was scope for archaeologists at Jebel Farzan. Stone 
monuments in different shapes lay all around the foot of the 
Jebel —^mountain. There were caves in the mountain, flint imple¬ 
ments and fossilized fragments of ostrich shells were lying about 
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in the caves and along the foot of the Jebel were easily recognis¬ 
able. From the top of the Jebel one looked out over varied traces 
of former human habitation. The most impressive was a double 
underground irrigation canal cut in the limestone for a distance 
farther than the eye could reach. The manholes surrounded by 
excavated rubble stood out in distinct lines in the light of the sun¬ 
set. The source of the water that must once have flowed through 
these qanat was at the foot of Jebel Farzan itself. One qamt soon 
branched off and was lost to view but the other stretched across 
the wide plain in a great easterly bend. "We found by measurement 
that die conduit lay at a depth of from 48 to 50 feet and the dist¬ 
ance between the manholes was approximately 40 yards. The 
manlioles were very wide and a trickle of water could be seen 
flowing on the rubble below. On our way to Jebe Farzan we 
had passed a newly built qanat with square masonry manholes. 
We were told it was an extension of one of the old qanats and had 
been built in the direction of Al Kharj by the order of the Minister 
of Finance. The work had been stopped when the expected water 
did not flow through the tunnel. 

We spent another day seeing the horses of the King and the 
cows. Most of them were kept in large enclosures with mud walls 
near the Ehafs Dughra farm where the food for the animals was 
grown. Arabs were in charge of both horses and cows and the 
latter were very small and thin. The horses were in better con¬ 
dition but interest in them seems to have declined with the advent 
of the motor car as a handier means of transport. The horses 
each had one foot shackled to a chain and were feeding from 
long troughs made of mud bricks, hi a special enclosure we were 
shown some very old mares said to have been used by Ibn Sa‘ud 
himself when he rode to war. The stories told us by the grooms 
seemed a little exaggerated for they quoted ages much higher 
than the twenty-five or even thirty years that we consider the 
normal life-span of a horse. The royal sport of horse-racing, once 
practised by all the Amirs, was dying out and the horses at Al 
Khaij seemed to be kept on for sentimental reasons. Interest in 
the breeding of pure Arab horses now seems to be the prerogative 
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of the "West. It was in England, America and Holland, when they 
visited those countries, that the sons of Ibn Sa'ud could see this 
finest product of their country. At home the competition of the 
motor-car was proving deadly. Having nearly exterminated the 
beautiful wild animals of the desert, the Arab is now apparently 
content to see the domesticated horse disappear. Before long they 
may only survive for them in poetry and Arab tales. 

We heard little, and did not enquire, of the military plans of the 
Sa'udis. The matter was regarded as secret and respected by us as 
such. The agricultural experiment was public property and so 
much more open to discussion. Started hastily in wartime 
it was now due for overhaul and replanning for peacetime con¬ 
ditions. The Americans responsible, in this case the men sent by 
the State Department to follow up Aramco’s initial efibrts, seemed 
to have their doubts. I sensed their approval when they listened 
to the criticisms I made at their invitation. Fundamental truths 
that I had Icamt from experience with similar plans in the Dutch 
East Indies had been ignored at Al Kharj. Nature is a jealous 
mistress. As the British learnt from their ground-nuts failure in 
East Africa and their disastrous experiments in Queendand, 
Australia, schemes for agricultural development in any country 
can only succeed if they satisfy local laws of nature, hitroducing 
American methods in the heart of Arabia is fundamentally wrong 
and will only continue so long as American money (even if it is 
oil money made by Americans in Arabia) is paying for it, so long 
as American machinery does the work and American know-how 
is its driving force. This type of experimait is often superficially 
successful but breaks down in backward countries whenever one 
of these three conditions is not fulfilled. These experiments do not 
take root in Arabian sod. In Al Ehaij for instance the Americans 
did not attract the Arab agriculturist but pushed him aside. They 
wanted large, open spaces for their machinery and any small 
farmers that happened to be in their way were asked to setde 
elsewhere. So tke American plantations became royal, princely 
and plutocratic interests. ‘Abdullah as-Sulaiman, the royal famdy 
and the few ‘nouveaux riches’ alone profited by it and became 

213 



THE WELLS Of IBN Sa'uD 

the owners of this new type of Arabian ‘garden’. Into the largely 
democratic Sa'udi Arabia Americans helped to introduce a feudd 
type of society such as Europe discarded hundreds of years ago. 
Instead of serving the interests of the governing few, Al Kharj 
should have been the el dorado of a new type of Arab peasant. 
The American experiment should have been applied to creating a 
new lauded peasantry, an Arab smallholder: it is based on what is 
good for Americans in America. Its leaders ought to try to reshape 
it into a plan based on what is good for Arabia and for Arabs 
living in Arabia. 

It is interesting to compare Al Kharj with a similar'experiment 
tried by the British m south-west Arabia and started at about the 
same time as the American project. At Abyan on the shore of the 
Indian Ocean about fifty miles east of Aden there was a large 
stretch of fertile soil that had been left waste by earher inhabitants 
who were probably decimated by fever and by local wars. Years 
ago I had myself passed through the coastal portion of this wide 
wadi and wondered why land apparently so fertile had so few 
living on it. This land was watered by rains from the nearby 
mountains of the Yemen. Before starting the e::q)eriment the 
Aden Government put the political situation in order and created 
security in the country. Next they enquired as to who were the 
rightful owners of the land. After ensuring that the profits of any 
agricultural development would not go to a Sultan and his family 
or to any other privileged class but to those who actually tilled 
the soil the scheme was put into operation. A number of small 
dams were built and the water firom them led through irrigation 
charmels. Human labour was employed and no machines. 
People from surroxmding tribes who were willing to work were 
allowed to do so but no one was allocated more land than he and 
his immediate family could work. Anti-malarial precautions kept 
the place healthy. Agricultural experts gave advice and dis¬ 
tributed good seed and the population increased firom three to 
sixteen thousand. As the soil proved to be very suitable, cotton- 
growing was introduced with marked success and soon the 
tribesmen were earning more money than they had ever seen 
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before. This might have encouraged laziness and led them to stop 
working until their profits were consumed so it was decided that 
only one third of the profits should go to the workers, another 
third would be set aside as a reserve for years of failing aops for 
slmnps in the cotton, and the remainder would be used for 
purposes of research. Instead of the sinking water-level of Al 
Kharj, the water-table here is rising steadily thanks to careful 
administration. Abyan’s problem is how best to dispose of their 
surplus water. Al Khag’s problem is how in the future they can 
face their diminishing supply. At Abyan the problem may cause 
some technical difficulty in the way of construction of an aque¬ 
duct carrying the surplus water to other arable land but at Abyan 
the British curbed from the start the Sultan’s efforts to direct the 
profits into his own pockets. The experiment was directed by a 
‘Wadi Abyan Authority’ representing three separate parties: 
the Aden government, the Sultan and the cultivators themselves. 

Water lies at the bottom of many of the problems of Sa'udi 
Arabia. Experience had taught the Americans at Al iCharj not to 
pump from the three pits more dian the apparent water inflow. 
At first the water-level in these pits had sunk alarmingly but later 
it became almost stabilized at a much lower level when the 
pumps were drastically slowed down. The water-table, however, 
was gradually sinking. The high salt content of the water had 
proved to be detrimental to soil and to crops and to overcome this 
fresh desert soil had had to be introduced as a surface covering. 

The American geologists knew roughly where Arabia’s sub- 
teranean rivers flowed and having dialled to the requisite level 
they would astonish the Arabs by bringing up a spout of sweet 
water a yard or so above the ground and the supply seemed to be 
endless. To the Arabs this was the blessing of All^. The American 
rightly feared that the water would be squandered and allowed to 
run off as waste to the sea (these artesian wells being generally near 
the shore) or woidd form pools and breed malaria mosquitoes. 
The Arabs in charge promised that the water would be turned 
off after use but the Americans soon discovered that it was 
running day and night. "Why cut off a divine blessing? The bounty 
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of AUah was boundless, water was Allah’s gift, so let it flow. 
American talk about huma — fever —^merely showed that they were 
unbelievers. They, the Arabs, knew better than that because it 
was God who sent diseases and He gave health. So artesian wells 
flowed in many parts of the country. What began as a blessmg 
turned into misfortune. Waste water turned the fields and date- 
groves into swamps, malaria inevitably followed and the coastal 
oases saw their populations dwindle and their green belts of fields 
and gardens become desolate. 

Elsewhere American enterprise was better rewarded. They 
brought pure drinking water in closed conduits from the Wadi 
Fatima to Jedda and set drinking places for the beduin along the 
T.A.P. line. In the oases and the towns die big owners of property 
were helped to improve their estates. They were shown that by 
digging deeper wells they could bring more water to the surface. 
The actual raising of the water no longer depended on human or 
animal effort. Motors never tked and soon the thump of motor- 
pumps and the gurgling of a continuous stream of water wras to 
be heard in the gardens of all the ricL The gardens of the great 
landovmers were thus extended and prospered, but poorer 
cultivators who could not afford a motor-pump were left to 
struggle -with an ever-lowering wrater-level. They could no longer 
raise sufficient -water for their needs and their gardens began to 
•wither. 

The rich Arabs of the towns saw new prospects opening before 
them. They too would pay for American expert advice about 
water. All members of the royal family and all those who held 
high official office could count on receiving special attention and 
so teams of weU-drillers were soon busy in and around ar-Riyadh. 
Water was pro-vided for men and camels at public drinking- 
places inside and outside the town. The surrotmding tribes soon 
learnt that ar-Riyadh could in future be depended on for water. 
This first necessity of life being thus assured, the King in his 
widely-ftmed generosity would take care of the second necessity: 
food. So they gave up the struggle for life m the desert and set 
their tents near the -walls of the town and of the palace with the 

2X6 



AGRICULTURE AND WATER 

ever-flowing water and the food distribution centres near-by. 
The town spread far out into the desert. 

The rich then found it imperative to get away from these 
poverty-stricken, evii-smelling, unhygienic hordes of desert 
people who so polluted the ground they lived on that ar-Riyadh 
stank. So they started to build houses on the desert plateau. They 
were now no longer tied to the vicinity of the old wells, for the 
Americans would provide water and the Americans did what the 
men in power, the men of influence and riches, asked them. On 
patches of desert gravel these men built their new houses and put 
mud walls around them as soon as the drillers had made sure that 
water could be raised with pumps. Then within their walls the 
desert would disappear, for water makes the desert of Arabia 
blossom everywhere, even when its surface is strewn with gravel. 

American drfllers and motor-pumps bought from the West 
made possible the new Riyadh that defies the desert. When I was 
in the capital directly after my visit of Al Khaq I asked the leader 
of a driller team what they thought of it. 

“We? We obey orders. From His hiajesty, from the Princes 
and the Wazirs —^Ministers. It has nothing to do with us.” 

“But what about the future? What about the water-table of 
this desert plateau on which the capital is built?” 

“During the last two years the water-table appears to havesunk 
more than thirty feet, but thank God,” the man added, “thirty 
wells more and I leave this God-forsaken country for good.” 

I heard the voice of his consciaice and I did not find it very 
reassuring. 

Some days later I met one of the King’s advisers and asked 
him whether he was not aware of what appeared to be an im¬ 
minent danger. 

“We know,” he said, “that the water reserves under the desert 
around ar-Riyadh are perhaps being tapped too heavily, but if it 
should become difficult to raise enough water we can always build 
a pipe-line from here to the Euphrates or the Tigris. There is 
plenty of water there and as the Americans built that huge pipe of 
thirty inches from the Aramco oilfields to as-Sa‘ida [Sidon] on 
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the Mediterranean, which is much more than a thousand milps 
away, why should not they build a much smaller pipe over a far 
shorter distance to bring an abundance of water to this town and 
enough even to raise the subterranean water-level again?” 

Happy the man who can be so irresponsible and naive! 

The responsible authorities of Aramco fearing ultimately a 
catastrophe gave repeated warnings to the Sa'udis. Such warnings, 
backed by the weighty arguments they used, would have con¬ 
vinced anyone with a background of Western learning hut were 
entirely without effect on the uncomprehending Arab. Aramco 
then felt that something drastic had to be done to bring home to 
the Arabs the dangers of the situation and not only to the leaders 
but to the whole nation down to the meanest beduin. Americans 
are masters of mass suggestion and have wide experience in putting 
across ideas. A very American solution was found in an idea that 
would have worked perfectly in America. Why not in Arabia? 
Mankind is the same all over the world and particularly where, as 
here, a primary human need was at stake. So it was decided that 
experienced American camera men should visit Sa*udi Arabia 
and make there an educational jBlm on al miya —^the water. 
Technically the job they did was a good one and from a point of 
view of poptilar scientific exposition of the water problem they 
produced an able piece of work. It was not easy to persuade the 
King to give permission for a film to be made in the land of 
Wahhabism, a film intended for showing to his Wahhabi 
subjects, a film, moreover, with musical illustrations in the land 
of ‘Abd al Wahhab who had regarded modem music as an 
invention of the devil and a film centred round the Royal House 
and thereby showing the royal approval. But with tact and 
patience the Americans overcame all difficulties and after two 
years’ hard work they completed the first film made in Sa*udi 
Arabia and intended for her people. If it proved a success the film 
with Arabic and English commentary might well spread its 
benign influence to the neighbouring Arab countries. 

The film was very American, readily comprehensible to movie- 
minded and film-trained spectators. But the average Sa'udi is 
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incapable of understanding what flashes on the screen before his 
eyes. Nor can he imderstand a metallic voice speaking literary 
Arabic with which he is completely unfamiliar. Scientific ex¬ 
planations of rain sinking into the soil, gathering in places and 
being brought to the surface elsewhere are entirely beyond him 
He beheves, and his is stfll that stubborn Wahhabi conviction, 
that Allah has directly to do with His greatest blessing for the 
Arab, the water He gives him. The man who tries to shake his 
beUef attacks the foundation of his life. The Arab will have to learn 
one day, perhaps very soon, but the teaching will have to be done 
with the wisdom and patience of the man who understands what 
is in the heart of the Sa'udi Arab. He will find there a wisdom he 
himself may have forgotten: al ‘ajalu min ash-shaitan wa as-sabaru 
min ar-Rahman —Chaste is from the devil and patience from the 
Merciful. Let us hope too that nature, in supplying water, will be 
patient with her erring children in Arabia. 
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The Last Audience 


The invitation to visit His Majesty in al Murabbaapalace 
in ar-Riyadb reached me when I was still enjoying to the full the 
many opportunities that Al Khag offered. Yet it was the hope of 
securing this invitation that had chiefly brought me to Sa‘udi 
Arabia, so it was with deUght that I learnt that my hope was going 
to be fulfilled. On Sunday, 2nd March 1952, Joe and Winon 
Clark drove Bram and me the fifty-fom miles to ar-Riyadh. 
We saw in the distance the places known to have been the former 
favourite camping-grounds of Ibn Sa'ud when he could allow 
himself a little relaxation. In talking to us, dhe foreigners, and to 
leading Hejazis he hked to teU of the good healthy life one lived in 
tents and in the open, fanned by the pure desert breeze, drinking 
warm, frothy camel’s milk out of wooden bowls and eating with 
it dates and some handfuls of mutton and rice. That simple and 
unvaried diet of the desert, he claimed, did him a lot of good. 
Sitting in front of his tent he had found rest inlooking athis camel 
herds as they were driven past by herdsmen he knew and with 
whom he would exchange greetings and information about the 
.numbers and condition of the animals. 

We drove through the Wadi Hanifa, which is a shallow depres¬ 
sion between Al Kharj and the capital, and from time to time 
mounted the slightly higher plateau to avoid wide bends in the 
wadi below. The nearer we got to ar-Riyadh the scarcer the 
vegetation became. This was not the work of nature alone but of 
man. The people of the capital had needed firewood—much 
firewood—and so they had stripped the desert clean, first near 
the town and then further away in an ever-widening circle. We 
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saw some caravans bringing firewood to the market in firont of the 
town wall. I remember having seen a lonely lorry in the desert 
neat Jabrin wells, two hundred miles to the south. We had gone 
to the men to ask why they were there so far away from the track 
and had been told that they came from ar-Riyadh and were 
gathering firewood. There were eight of them. 

“How can that pay, such a distance by lorry?” we had said, 

“Back in the town with our lorry piled high with firewood we 
shall be paid more than six hundred Sa'udi riyals for it.” We 
decided that the appetite of the town, even for firewood, must 
have grown beyond measure. 

The fiirst sight we had of modem ar-Riyadh was two sets of 
radio masts indicative of the changes that had taken place. The 
next unexpected sight was of a drilling rig and an American camp 
of motor vehicles. We had a talk with its leaders. There were four 
of these water-drilling units working in the desert around the 
town. When they struck water at a favourable depth wells were 
dug, motor pumps installed and gardens laid out. Longing for a 
well and a garden of one’s own had, we were told, spread like 
wildfire among the wealthy classes of ar-Riyadh. 

The town, when it eventually came in sight, was colourless in 
the haze of fine dust that filled the air. Though a salat al istighaih 
—z special pray for rain—had been held by royal command 
throughout the whole kingdom, the blessing of the much-belated 
rains had not descended yet. The grey outline of tie big fort that 
rose above the horizontal lines of the fiat-roofed houses, gradually 
took shape and was followed by the long, low blocks of al 
Murabba'a palace that stood apart in the desert at some distance 
from the town. The track we had been following changed into a 
better one leading by the terminal of tie raOroad, parallel to the 
eastern wall but distant from it, to the landing-ground. A brand- 
new concrete airport building of the type one finds all over the 
world was being given a local touch by a mosque that was under 
construction near it. The mosque had an elegant minaret and 
thereby flouted the Wahhabi tenet that a mosque should not have 
a minaret but that a raised comer of die roof should be used for 
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the ‘azan —^the call to prayer. It was the first, but not the last, 
contravention of Wahhabi sternness in the modern additions to 
the capital. Opposite the entrance to the aerodrome on the other 
side of the broad asphalt approach road was a large American- 
built contractor’s camp, at that time run by the Baker Company. 
The Sa'udi military guard at the gate of the camp let us pass for 
the camp was to be our lodging during this visit to the capital. 
The camp looked exactly hke all other camps, that is to say 
utterly practical and tasteless. Long, low, concrete sheds parallel 
to each other stood in front of large store-houses which in turn 
led to vast dumps of rusty machinery and heavy material. The 
administrative and residential quarters were very attractive with 
ak-conditioned bedrooms, a mess-room and ofiBces. Thanks to 
Joe Clark, Bram and I were made very welcome at this un¬ 
expected introduction to ar-Riyadh that even from a distance 
was now unfamiliar to me. 

I made my first excursion that same afternoon with the 
Americans of Baker Camp who although they had to work with 
the Royal Court did not come into contact with al Murabba'a 
palace for the King preferred not to be disturbed by foreigners. 
When we drove along the walls of the old palace quarter I no 
longer recognized it. It seemed to me that the mud wall with its 
recurrent bastions had been extended and now enclosed a much 
vaster space. Through a gap in a new east wall could be seen a 
concrete building with brightly coloured exterior, rows of 
balconies and the usual tasteless exaggerations common to all 
modem villas in the Middle East. The old wall, which had lain 
farther back, had been demolished and with this new villa in front 
the original palace buildings were pushed into the background. 
Sadly, it seemed to me, its crenellated crest now cut the sky-line 
and its bands of almost dog-tooth ornament cast their shadows on 
those massive, sober walls, relic of the traditional, aristocratic, 
Nejdi style. In front of the villa was a garden full of bushes and 
young trees, a patch of exuberant green speckled with flowers. 
Garden and villa were in violent contrast with the aridity of the 
rest of the Murabba'a compound and seemed to offer themselves 
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mutely to the criticism of the passer-by. The palace quarter was 
now a sileut monument to the rift between the strength and 
dignity of the old and the tawdriness of the new. 

The road, in a wide curve, avoided the old palace and then 
reached the fringe of the town as it spread out towards the desert. 
There was a square hned with the houses for younger sons of 
Ibn Sa'ud all of the same dimensions and all built in the good old 
style; and in a comer of the square a mosque diat conformed to 
Wahhabi ideas having an elevated roof-comer and no minaret. 
This most pleasing remnant of the old was in the comer nearest 
the old town. Opposite, on the desert side of the square, the new 
town palace of the Crown Prince, Al Hamra —^the Red One— 
had been budt by a modem Syrian architect. The next house 
again was modem, the villa of a guest and prot^gd of the King, 
Rashid Gulaini Ali, former leader of the ‘Golden Square’ in 
Iraq. Midhat Sheikh al Ardh, the private Syrian physician of the 
Royal Family, whom I had met several times in Jedda, Hved in the 
next villa. And then we were in the open again, on our way to an- 
Nasriyya palace, built by the order of the Crown Prince on 
the desert plateau that stretched above the depression of the Wadi 
Hanifa in which ar-Riyadh itself lay. This palace, too, was 
surrounded by a high mud wall that neatly cut off a large patch 
of the desert. We drove up to the outer gate where the guard 
asked for our credentials. 

The Americans had no difficulty in getting permission to drive 
on, for their work took them daily within the compound. Inside 
we drove along a straight avenue with young tamarisks planted in 
shallow ditches through which water flowed. At the end of the 
avenue was the inner wall and having passed through a gate we 
found ourselves in a garden with bushes, flower-beds and lawns 
separated from the avenue by a sports field where young amirs 
were playing football. A white mosque with a minaret painted in 
bright colours and adjoining it a school for the princely children 
were built along the end of the playground. A further gate led 
to the vegetable garden and die cowsheds of the imported 
American Holsteiner cows. Further off, but still within the walls, 

323 



THE WELLS OF IBN SA'uD 

were two -wells, huge square pits cut in limestone. They had been 
enlarged and deepened several times because of the sinldng water- 
level. The new palace with its surrounding gardens of more than 
a hundred acres required so much water that it was difficult to 
cope with its growing needs. The depth of the pits was, so I was 
told, then between twenty and twenty-two qamas. A qama is 
the distance between the tips of the middle fingers of a man’s out¬ 
stretched arms, so that twenty qamas would be roughly a hundred 
and twenty feet. We went do-wn a steep tuimel to a space that had 
been cut out of the rock in the side-wall of the pit near the water- 
level, There stood the motor pumps that brought the water to the 
surface. Nearer the palace skilled Syrian labourers firom Damascus 
were cutting limestone brought in firom the moimtains into the 
big slabs used for paving the floors of the palace. They had almost 
finished the great banqueting hall that had a length of one 
hundred and ninety yards and had already entertained two 
thousand guests at one sitting. The old King was famed for his 
hospitahty; he fed thousands of guests a day but in places spread 
over the whole town. His son was following his example but m a 
modem manner. 

Before leaving these vast Hving quarters of Sa'udi Arabia’s 
future ruler, we had a look at the extensive servants’ quarter. 
Here the black servants of the palace, originally slaves imported 
from Afiica, Hved with their families, a total of about five hundred 
people. The toilets used once to be covered -with faeces and the 
kitchens black -with flies. Now my American guides showed -with 
pride the modem sanitary arrangements they had installed -with 
the entke approval of the Amir Sa‘ud. No flies even in the meat 
kitchen, no stench in the toilets, and a crowd of curly-headed 
black children playing on clean pavement in firont of the rows of 
spotlessly-white concrete houses. 

We left the Amir Sa'ud’s palace and drove through a new part 
of the to-wn eastwards of old ar-Riyadh. Here was great building 
activity, partly in mud bricks in Nejdi style and partly in lime¬ 
stone blocks cut from the rocks near the town. Schools, mosques, 
houses for the rich, shops for the men who had flocked from flu: 
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and near to the town of soaring prosperity were being built and 
lent, tome, an unfamiliar air of activity and optimism to the town 
which only a few years before I had known as a place of austerity 
where the ‘azan would silence all worldly activity five times a 
day. Beyond the town, bordering on the emptiness of the desert, 
were beduin camps. Some of their occupants had had diflSculty 
in making a Hving and, finding abundmt water and the King’s 
free food in the capital, had settled down to a life of indolence. 
Others hadheard of the new prosperity of the town and had come 
to get a share of it by trading or by working as labourers. These 
beduins formed the wide, poor and imsavoury fiinge around 
ar-Riyadh which they fouled with habits inofiensive in the vast 
spaces of the desert but intolerable in the confines of a town. 

PubHc hygiene is one of the major problems of Arab towns. 
Homeless dogs are the street scavengers and these wretched 
animals are a familiar sight throughout the East. The dog is 
unclean according to Islam and strict Muslims will not touch it, 
not even with the foot to give it a kick. The Arab looks on the 
sduqi alone with kindness. But he will curse all other dogs and 
hurl lumps of clay and stones at them. That may perhaps be the 
reason why one sees everywhere maimed and limping dogs with 
broken legs. 

As ar-Riyadh increased in prosperity more and more waste food 
was thrown into the streets. The army of mongrek grew in 
number and as a nuisance. Their nocturnal fights made life in 
town unbearable, so it was decided to get rid of these pests. 
Since no Muslim will kill an animal simply because it barks the 
dogs were not shot or poisoned, but in the desert at some distance 
fi:om the town high, square, mud enclosures were built. At the 
entrance to each enclosure was posted a town official who paid 
three Sa'udi riyals for every dog delivered to him. When we 
visited these poimds the guards told us that between four and sue 
thousand dogs had passed in. I looked through the crack between 
gate and mud wall and saw a host of fly-pestered dogs. For long 
I could not take my eyes off these suffering animals. There are 
other creatures that st^er in these lands. 1 cannot help seeing 
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before me those bravely trotting little donkeys, disappearing 
under fentastic loads or carrying on their backs two grown-ups. 
What is their reward? Untended sores, loud curses and prods 
with a stick in their tenderest parts. When I asked one of the 
government officials about the dogs he told me that they were 
given water and old dates and would doubtless die when their 
time came. 

When I had first known ar-Riyadh in December 1944 it was a 
town of Httle more than fifty thousand inhabitants. Its population 
in 1953 must have increased to nearly two hundred thousand 
^d there seems to be no limit to its expansion. As I prepared to 
meet the man whose life-work had led to aU this I understood 
better than ever why the King and most of the Amirs preferred 
to live at a good distance firom the crowd. 

Next morning, 4th March 1952, an aeroplane with the new 
Chairman of Aramco and some of his advisers arrived for the 
Royal audience and we were all of us collected by car from the 
aerodrome and taken to the guest-house opposite al Murabba'a 
palace. It was the building in which I had stayed seven years 
before. The exterior brown mud wall had now been painted in 
bright colours and the entrance made wider so as to appear 
more impressive to guests from the West who came here and 
enjoyed Sa‘udi hospitaHty. The interior of the building was 
furnished in the manner then passing out of favour in the Middle 
East with plush, heavily gilded furniture, mirrors and imitation 
oriental carpets soon, no doubt, to be replaced by tubular furni¬ 
ture and chromium plate. 

We all changed into Nejdi dress and then settled down for a 
long wait. Nobody told us or could tell us exactly how the King’s 
health was. So we "waited for the call to come, passing the time in 
drinking bitter coffee "with cardamum fi:om small cups with no 
handles. George Rentz had come from Dhahran "with the 
Chairman of .^amco and they had brought with them an Arab 
interpreter. In the same plane came Sheikh Hafiz Wahba, Sa'udi 
Ambassador in London, who because of the death of King George 
VI had been obUged to break away from the talks on the Abu 
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Dhabi frontier dispute. Now back from the royal funeral he had 
to report to Ibn Sa'ud and so preceded us into the palace. 

"V^iien at last word came that His Majesty was ready for us we 
walked out of the Guest House and crossed the road to the 
original mud-btult part of the palace. In the courtyard were what 
seemed to be innumerable glittering Cadillacs but otherwise the 
place had not changed much. I passed again along frmiliar 
corridors and climbed familiar mud stairs. Along the stairs and 
corridors were palace guards, some westernized in dress and some 
still wearing the loose attractive garb of the beduin. 

Beduins squatted on the floors in wide mantles of varying shades 
of brown with strips of embroidery in gold thread down the 
front and on their knees rested curved silver-sheathed swords. 
The beduins seemed to expect us to greet them first and on the 
whole paid scant attention to the foreigners. As in former days I 
felt that a nasrani was not welcome in this strongliold of Wahhab¬ 
ism. I could only hope that the reception of the King himself 
and of the two sons with whom I had been most in contaa, 
would be as warm as before. I was shown into the room of his 
M^esty’s Secretary and had the pleasant surprise of finding there 
the man I had last met in Marat when we had sat on a rug in 
front of his tent and discussed together the Palestine problem. 
While we were talking in walked another old acquaintance, 
Sheikh Yusuf Yasin, who had given even longer service to his 
royal master than Rushdi Bey. 

Sheikh Yusuf, after a youthful experience of political exile in 
Malta where he could reflect on his rash anti-British agitation 
against their Palestine poHcy, had gone to Ibn Sa'ud in 1923 in 
search of freedom and an opportunity to work in an independait, 
entirely Arab environment. So here together were two men who 
neither Iflced nor respected the Nejdis and were neither liked nor 
respected by them, but who were bound to the King and served 
him feithfuUy and well so long as he Hved. It was they who took 
us into the audience-chamber and for me there could have been 
no happier reminder of former audiences. But when I entered the 
haU I saw a change. The King at the far end no longer rose from 
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bis seat in welcome. Only the guards in Western uniforms saluted. 
The beduin Sheikhs near the entrance silently moved backwards 
to make room but gave no greeting. No one rose from his seat 
because the King could no longer do so. He sat in what seemed 
to be an invalid carriage. Hie sparse, curled beard and the few 
locks of hair that peeped from his head-cloth were black—but 
dyed. The once graceful, slender hands had now become stiff 
and wrinkled, the face more set, the gaze weak and lustreless. 
But it was his voice that disappointed most. The voice was still 
kindly but the music had gone out of it. That noble voice was 
now no longer raised to address, over one’s head, the men who 
lined the walls. It had in the old days been the King’s habit to 
draw bis people into the conversation by way of instructing 
them; this custom had formerly made every audience dynamic. 
Now the King had only strength enough to make himself 
understood to us. And perhaps he did not find the same inspira¬ 
tion in talk with the Aramco men as he had found in former days 
when religious and political questions were brought up for 
discussion. Or had the Wahhabi ideal lost its force for him who 
had seen it retreat in the face of modem politics and finance and 
irreligion? 

The Aramco representatives were placed on the King’s right 
hand. I was asked to sit on his left. Bram found a place farfrer 
down the line along the wall and the Arab interpreter brought by 
the Americans knelt at the King’s feet. After greetings and the 
usual compliments I saw the King looking, it seemed to me, 
very feebly at me. When I asked whether he recognized and 
remembered me he answered that he did but I was not convinced. 
A silence ensued and then the leading American seemed to think 
it incumbent on him to do the talking which of course he did 
through his interpreter. The King’s replies were considerate, 
sometimes ironical and often surprisingly to the point, but tired. 
The American seemed well-prepared and said things that might 
have been acceptable to his compatriots but were often in¬ 
appropriate to the Sa'udi environment. I remember one passage 
where he said he had just been seriously ill for the first time in Ws 
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life but God had granted him recovery and he saw how great 
were God’s gifts to men. He saw with new freshness how 
wonderful this world was, how beautiful the fair sex and then he 
understood that what really mattered m life was not money, not 
success but reUgion; it was rehgion that counted most. The 
King was completely unimpressed by what his visitor doubtless 
thought was a successful venture at Wahhabi levels and said to the 
interpreter: "Tell him that if he had been a Muslim he need not 
have fallen ill in order to understand what matters in life. We 
knew that long ago!’’ 

I got the impression that the King was not interested in the 
conversation. He had talked with Westerners many times about 
many things. Often he had been keenly interested in the men who 
spoke and in what they said. I had many times heard him turn the 
conversation round to his principles of belief or to his political 
views. Then what he said had interested both foreign listeners and 
his own people. But the problems connected with oil had come 
late in his life and were not part of the great idea for which he had 
worked. They were not part of the scheme of his hfe, the scheme 
that with the help of AUah he had accomplished. When the 
Americans came and produced oil much at first seemed easier. 
These new people from the West were less compheated than the 
British. They had stuck to their own afiairs and did not interfere 
in his. The ground on which he had met the British was a difficult 
one: that of pohtics. The Americans met him on a commercial 
ground where problems seemed to be few. Even so, difficulties 
had arisen, new and unexpected problems of a type with which 
he was not familiar. The King made no mention of this; he was 
polite to his visitors; he answered their questions but asked none 
himself. 

When I left the audience-chamber of Ibn Sa'ud I felt, for the 
first time, unsatisfied. The unfailing spring had faded. I heard 
nothing new, no sparkling comments, no vigorous views on 
Arab-Muslim policy or the afeirs of the outside world. The 
audience-chamber was no longer a place of inspiration for his 
people. The voice that used to resound there no longer raised an 
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echo in the hearts of men. Before long it would be stilled. Ar- 
Riyadh was waiting for that moment and out of respect due to the 
great old man it waited in silence. 

We took leave of the King. Uniformed officers from near the 
entrance took us back to the private secretary’s room. The 
beduin bodyguard paid us no attention. They had not been 
trained to do so and seemed tired of these ceremonies. Their 
King would die when his day had come according to the will of 
Allah. And foreigners they did not like, why be kind to those un- 
behevers? In the audience-chamber I had seen very few wearing 
the white Ikhwan strip wound on the top of iheir head-doths. The 
Ikhwan had clearly declined, not least in importance. 

In Rushdi Bey’s room I returned to the life of day. Time 
had gone back for me in the audience-chamber in the presence of 
the man who for me had been great. Now he seemed to belong 
only to the past. As I was with Rushdi Bey the Amir Faisal came 
in and with a simle stretched out his hand towards me. I had twice 
accompanied the King’s second son on official trips through 
Holland. He had finished the talks on the frontier dispute of 
Abu Dhabi that had dragged on for weeks in Dhahran and would 
soon return to his duties in the Hejaz. His smile and handshake 
also reminded me of days gone by when with yoxmg and wonder¬ 
ing eyes he had entered the world of the West. He, too, had then 
believed that his was the greater gift, the fulfilment of Allah’s 
special promise to them who were His most faithful servants. 
Alone I walked down the stairs, away from what once had risen 
victoriously and was now almost extinguished in the hushed 
Murabba’a palace. 
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A Visit to Amir Safud 


From al Mmabta'a palace Bram aad I drove back to the 
American camp. There a message from the Royal Court followed 
me borne by a young Ethiopian who brought greetings from His 
Majesty and said that he and his Chrysler car were at my disposal 
for the duration of my stay in the capital. After the audience the 
private secretary had handed me an invitation to stay in the royal 
guest-house. He explained that it was not an order and that I was 
completely free to stay where I was or to move into the guest¬ 
house. It was a difficult choice as both places had advantages but 
as the guest-house would mean official control of all my move¬ 
ments I decided to remain in the American camp where nobody 
took any notice of me. In the afternoon I drove in my newly 
acquired car to an-Nasriyya palace. The Ethiopian drove through 
the desert rounding al Murabba'a palace from the north at a 
respectful distance from the wall and without even touching the 
outskirts of the town we came upon the metalled road to Amir 
Sa'ud’s new abode. 

The tamarisk avenue behind the principal gate still lay through 
bare land, but even that row of young trees had a story behind it. 
Not so long before the avenue had Hved for a few days only. It 
was when King ‘Abdallah of Jordan had visited the former 
enemies of his father and brothers. Amir Sa'ud had then called in 
the assistance of the Americans of Al Kharj whose own irrigation 
ditches were lined with thousands of tamarisk trees. They said 
that the uprooting and transport through fifty miles of desert, 
even if it were done at night time, would kill most of the trees. 
The Amir replied that he would be contort if they lived only for 
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the few days of the royal neighbour’s visit. So an avenue of green 
trees came into being overnight. Now I drove through the second 
avenue on the same spot. These were taking longer to materialize 
but were expected to live for many years longer. At the gate of 
the inner wall I was met by an officer who asked me to leave the 
car and walk with him the rest of the way. I was very glad to do 
so for it was into a real garden that we walked. What is more 
beautilul than a garden in a desert and who can blame an Arab 
prince for taking a pride in his garden? With American help a 
continual flow of water was now irrigating the former desert 
soil that surrounded the palace and under the expert care of 
Indian gardeners flowers, bushes and lawns grew in a very short 
time out of the plantless desert. The Amir Sa‘ud had visited 
America and had seen how attractive gardens with sw immin g 
pools and fountains can be in lands that are green and rich with 
vegetation. How much more beautiful arc they in Arabia! 

The officer who accompanied me insisted upon my walking 
slowly so that I might be the more impressed. In front of us two 
very tall men in Arab dress were walking with an officer when 
suddenly, contrary to the custom of the country, they tinned 
round and heartily laughed at the surprise I had in recognizing 
them as two Americans from Aramco. Near the palace we were 
led to a mosaic paving where armchairs had been placed. On one 
side was a blue-tiled svwmming pool brimful with clean water and 
on the other the palace facade. Sitting there awaiting the arrival 
of our host I understood why Arabs use the same word for garden 
as for paradise. A typical addition in Arab taste were the different 
kinds of birds kept in cages that hung from long poles near the 
pool. Wild birds would not come until the bushes had grown to 
the dimensions of trees but the caged birds ensured that even at 
that early stage one need not be without bird song. 

The Amir Sa'ud soon came walking towards us from the palace 
and was followed by a small number of Arab guests. I was glad to 
see among them Sheikh Hafiz Wahba. RasMd Gukini Ali and 
Jamal al Husain, a brother of the ex-Mufti of Jerusalem, were 
pointed out to me by Sheikh Hafiz. The Crown Prince came 
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Straight up to us, first greeting the Americans and then, turning, he 
welcomed me with a smile and a kind reference to our former 
meetings. We were invited to sit down, Americans on the right 
and I on the left of the host. The open air, the declining sun, the 
beauty of the garden, the gurgling of the water overflowing from 
the pool and the bright face of the Amir, all encouraged animated 
conversation. The interpreter of Aramco did not fit into this in¬ 
timate circle so he went off wilh the assistant to the r.bairman 
of Aramco for a business talk inside the palace leaving the 
Chairman himself with us. He now had to depend on Sheikh 
Hafiz or on one of the others to translate for him. The Amir’s 
first question to me was if I had ever been there before? 

“Yes, Your Highness,” I replied. “At the end of 1944.” 

“And what did you see here then?’* 

“Nothing but sand and gravel, not even a single blade of 
grass.” 

“You are right. So it was only a year ago. But now look 
around you and see this palace and the garden. Do you hke 
them?” 

I said it was beyond my power of description, as indeed it was. 
AH the talking was in Arabic except for the moments when 
Sheikh Hafiz or one of the others who knew Enghsh translated 
for the American. The atmosphere of the party was most lively. 
There was a freedom and frankness, a feeling of relaxation among 
firiends, there were jokes and stories and round after round of 
laughter. It was a side of Arab life that we in the West only know 
of ftom the literature of the peoples of the East, 

In due course the Amir invited us to follow him to a kwn 
surrounded by flowering shrubs where long tables with fine linen 
table-doths, plates and cutlery were laid out in Western fiishion. 
The Amir and his entourage to which we now belonged took 
their seats at the first table while the officers and officials took 
seats at the other tables. A conventionally dressed Italian 
waiter stood behind the Amir’s chair and on the other side of 
the table a Syrian waiter served the guests. I had already been 
told that Amir Sa*ud liked good food. He gave abundant proof of 
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his tastes at this tea-party where the choicest examples of Middle 
Eastern and ‘Western cooking were laid before us, the Amir 
himself annoimcing each dish with a few words of commenda¬ 
tion. We had a small glass of soup to start with followed by 
spaghetti and a meat sauce, then slices of cold meat with cheese 
biscuits and a Turkish dish with youghourt. Then came Syrian 
sweets and nougat (not made in Syria, the Amir told us, but by 
his own cooks). Then we had Indian candied firuits and after 
that Turkish Delight. Next cake appeared and oranges. The drinks 
served were tea and tinned fruit juices. I have doubtless forgotten 
some of the courses although I beHeve I tried every one of them. 
The meal progressed slowly leaving time for table-talk which was 
an innovation in Sa'udi Arabia: die former practice was to eat 
quickly and without talking. 

At the other tables conversation proceeded in whispers but ours 
tended to be noisy. Our feUow-diners included poHtical refugees 
from other Arab countries and former enemies of Sa'udi Arabia 
itself detained in the capital. Some were renowned humorists and 
clever at mimicking foreigners, others storehouses of ancient 
lore, of tlie rich literary and historical sediment of centuries of 
Arab cultm'c. These were the modem equivalents of the jesters 
formerly common to oriental as to western courts. Sheikh Hafiz, 
although he had Hved thirty years of his life in British surround¬ 
ings, showed his mastery of Arab wit and humour. In that garden 
in die desert one forgot the outside world and the passage of time 
and although nothing was served after the sun had set the talk 
went on. 

Suddenly we, the two Christians present, realized that the 
hour for die sunset prayer had drawn very near and hurriedly 
started to apologize for not having retired earlier. With a snule 
the Amir asked us to be seated again and to stay just a iLtde longer. 
Darkness began to close in on us from the surrounding bushes. 
The Amir gave an order that was munteUigible to me. The man 
disappeared and some moments later, while we waited in silence 
for the sign to break up the party, hundreds of coloured electric 
bulbs burst into light. Their number increased as we watched and 
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spread noiselessly all over the garden until tiiey reached the 
farthest end of the garden where was the palace and opposite the 
private mosque. The minaret suddenly rose up flood-Ht out of 
the dark. The minaret was in all colours; blue, yellow, green and 
red; the palace walls were in orange. Not a word was said as we 
watched this sparkling mantle spreading ever wider until we 
seemed to be sitting in a garden covered with flowers of light. 
The Amir sat there, himself radiant with satisfaction at the 
impression made on us. He now gave the sign that permitted us 
to leave wlulc he and his Arab guests and the oflidds moved in 
the direction of the mosque to perform their sunset devotions. 
We Christians made our way to the inner gate, outside which the 
motor-cars were parked. From the top of the minaret a modem 
loudspeaker started to rend the air with a metallic roar that 
Allah was most great. It reminded me of the raucous voices of 
those Wahhabi patrols that must at that moment have started on 
their rounds of the streets of ar-Riyadh beating up the people 
for prayer. Or did that already belong to the past? 

The reality was that in the garden of an-Nasriyya we had wit¬ 
nessed not a return to an Arabian Night of Harun ar-Rashid but 
a demonstration that what should have been the last bulwark of 
Wahhabism was in full retreat from advancing materialism. And 
not a fighting retreat either! Here in the desert, where the West 
was breaking through the Wahhabi defences that had protected 
the last remnant of romantic Arabia, the future ruler of the 
country still seemed to believe in methods of days that were 
irrevocably gone. His style was a copy of that of his father with 
its weaker sides magnified. Not because his father disposed single- 
handed of the income of the state had he the right to do the same. 
In his years of vigour his father had been stronger than money and 
though he failed near the end of his life it was not on splendour or 
luxury that he spent. His father could still rule in Old Testament 
style. The son would rule a country that has drifted far away from 
those days and forsaken the Wahhabi bedrock on which it was 
built. 

Beyond the gate in the outer wall I was back in the desert and in 
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it there were the beduitis, dozens of them distinguishable in the 
glare of the thousands of electric bulbs and the flood-lit walls of 
palace and mosque. Light enough to shine on their wasted nomad 
bodies and on the dirty threadbare mantles that clad them so 
thinly in the cold desert night. Light enough to see their startled 
faces. There was amazement on those faces but not only that: 
there was scorn too. These beduins had awakened. They had 
begun to see what life might be for others and doubtless to hope 
that for tliem, too, some other way of living might be possible. 
They knew their own misery, they must surely yearn for a difier- 
ent existence far from fear and poverty, an existence fit for human 
dignity. Those of them who had worked as coolies in the oil- 
fidds would never again feel at home round the camp-fires of the 
desert. How long will they remain in astonished admiration 
of their rulers who take the money from the oil and use it for 
budding palaces and watering large and wonderful gardens? 
How long will the beduin be content to stand in the desert at the 
outer gates of those gardens and have only a distant view of the 
luxury inside? Was the future ruler on the wrong tack and too 
far removed from his people to understand that not only had his 
own position fundamentally changed but that of his people too? 
A gulf that formerly did not exist had appeared between the 
ruling dynasty and the ruled and every day it grew wider and 
deeper. The twenty five thousand electric bulbs in that princely 
garden consumed, according to trustworthy technical informa¬ 
tion, power enough to meet all the requirements of a small 
desert town. And electric bulbs were only one princely extrava- 
gance.i 

Back in ar-Riyadh the streets were completely deserted. The 
adult male population had gathered for evening prayer in the 
mosques or hidden at home behind carefully closed doors and 
shutters. For me it had been a day of contrasts. In the morning I 
had seen for the last time a man I had once admired for his 
strength, respected for his wisdom and liked for his sincerity, 

^ It is reported that this new millioii palace has since been demolished 

to make room for a ;^io million substitute. 
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All this now seemed near to disappear. The country waited and in 
Murabba'a palace soimds were muffled. Soon the man and his 
greatness would belong to the past and Sa'udi Arabia would have 
to find its future salvation, or damnation, without bim. 

From the past I had turned to the present, from the mud-built 
abode of the King to the garden, the running water and the 
floodlit an-Nasriyya palace of the Amir. But if I said no more I 
should be doing the present ruler of Sa‘udi Arabia great in¬ 
justice. This garden meeting was by no means the only contact 
I had with Amir Sa'ud. It had always been a pleasure to meet this 
brighdy-smiling Amir with his frank, open mann er. He loved 
life and the many good things it showered on bim. His father 
had chosen him to be ruler of beduin tribes and oasis dwellers and 
had kept him nearly all his life near to him in the desert surroimd- 
ings of ar-Riyadh. Was it because the King feared that his eldest 
surviving son might become an easy victim of the snares that 
would surround him in his contacts with the outside world? Or 
was it because of the positive qualities for beduin rulership he 
found in him? Ibn Sa'ud’s second son, Faisal, was chosen for 
contacts with the outside world, that part of the ruler’s task that 
is most mistrusted by the true Wahhabi. Their father had made the 
choice and both sons obeyed. And both were loyal to their father 
and to each other even when the time came for Sa'ud to be King. 
Then Sa'ud showed wisdom and greatness of character by giving 
the second place in the kingdom not to his eldest son but to his 
brother Faisal. He made him Crown Prince. That is another side 
of the man we watched in those days when responsibilities were 
denied to him although his suffering father was no longer capable 
of carrying them himself. Sa'ud may well have found the waiting 
irksome. He may well have wanted to prepare for the task that 
lay ahead of him. And it may wdl be that Ibn Sa'ud’s failure to 
prepare for his sons’ and his country’s future set the son off on 
the wrong foot. 

It was late enough before Ibn Sa'ud allowed (his son to leave 
the country and have a look at the outside world. Faisal had 
started travelling abroad in 1919 at the early age of fifteen but it 
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was many years later before Sa'ud got even as far as Egypt. In 
1943 Faisal had preceded his brother to America. But when in 
December 1944 I was the Amir’s guest in ar-Riyadh he was still 
full of the impressions gathered during his first trip to the United 
States in that same year. Some years earher, just before the war, 
he had also been in tlie European countries of importance to 
Sa'udi Arabia and what he told me about the impressions he had 
taken home with him of the political leaders and their countries 
proved that he had been a keen observer. But his foreign travel 
was badly arranged. As prospective ruler of the new Arabia Sa'ud 
ought to have had the chance of acquiring more knowledge of the 
outside world than is possible for a Crown Prince on a state visit. 
What he then saw may have been impressive, even beautiful, but 
it was superficial. The foundations of Western culture remained 
hidden from him. How could he have avoided the notion that aU 
he saw that was attractive could be bought with money and that 
the money that now poured in to his father would one day pour 
in to him? Yet has wealth ever brought happiness? Ifeltthat Sa'udi 
Arabia was losing its spiritual sheet-anchor of the faith of its 
fathers and I was sad at the parting of the ways. 

The remainder of my short stay m ar-Riyadh was crowded. The 
Ring’s car gave me the opportunity of seeing nearly all the inter¬ 
esting sites of Wadi Hanifa in the neighboiuhood of the capital. 
Every morning I used to drive out to the narrow oases down both 
sides of the wadi bed. The number, the length and the solid 
structure of dams to hold the water whenever the sail —flood— 
would sweep down from the Tuwaiq mountains surprised me. 
Motor pumps had partly taken the place of the traditional 
screeching pulleys with which men and animals used to puU up 
the leaking leather water-bags, from the wells below. The oasis 
gardens of the rich now had tiled pools and were better irrigated 
than ever before. On the borders of the pools I sometimes sat and 
chatted with the gardeners. They told me the same story that I 
had heard in town and on the plateau: that of the sinlcing water- 
level. Here in the chain of oases the lower level spelt tragedy for 
those owners of date^ardens who could not afford to buy a 
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motor. I found more uneasiness than hope in the Wadi Hanifa 
for the rich were fewer than the poor. 

One day I went to Dhar'iyya, where the great Sa'ud had made 
his pact with ‘the Sheikh’, the founder of Wahhabism, Muham¬ 
mad ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab. The birthplace of Wahhabism was, 
this century and a half later, the symbol of its death struggle. The 
ruined town had not been rebuilt, and those crumbled mud walls 
were all that was left of its forts, the palace of the Sa'uds and the 
houses of the other great men of Wahhabism. Dhar'iyya is only a 
few miles away from the new ar-Riyadh and had been built in the 
Wadi Hamfa at a place where there was a wide strip of gardens. I 
was astonished to find so much left of the buildings that had been 
exposed to rain—and sand-storms for so many years. People 
working in neighbouring gardens came running to point out to 
me where the houses of Faisal and of Sa‘ud as-Sa‘ud had been and 
where the Jduwis had Hved. Some parts of houses that were left 
intact showed a difference in ardiitecture from that of to-day. 
The windows were quite small triangular holes, without wooden 
frames and arranged in triangular groups of six or in wide bands 
that ran the length of the budding. The walls were very strongly 
built. The houses were forts and during the Egyptian campaign 
under Ibrahim Pasha had had to withstand for months the heaviest 
bombardment with field-guns ever directed against a Sa'udi town. 
Opposite the original Dh^'iyya a lower site of ruins was pointed 
out to me. There, I was told, the town of the slaves had been. 

For long I climbed and pondered over the ruins and found them 
more impressive than I had imagined. To me the ruined town of 
Dhar'iyya was the memorial of the defeat of the men who had 
set out from there on their first mission. I had seen its revival and, 
now in ar-Riyadh, its second defeat. "Wahhabism was in ruin. 
The capital, bigger, wealthier and richer in palaces than any town 
in Central Arabia had ever been before, was wimess of a ruin that 
was greater, immeasurably greater, than that first ruin because 
this time the ruin was spiritual. 
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The Last Visit 

In the summer of 1954 I was again drawn to that quickly 
changing Arabian Kingdom. Ibn Sa'ud had died. Only a few 
years before Wahhabism had stiU held undisputed sway but I had 
seen it gradually retreat before the American advance. The 
struggle between the two parties, none the less decisive for being 
unavowed and, certainly from the American side imdesired, had 
been an unequal one. On the Wahhabi side a spiritual force, a 
creed and on the American side open materialism. It was a ranged 
battle and the Americans had no inkling that they were fighting. 
Yet they were. Their very presence in Arabia meant attack on 
Wahhabism. Neither of the two parties is to be blamed for not 
having foreseen the far-reaching consequences of their encounter, 
certainly not the Americans who had had no earlier experience 
to guide them. The Arabs, particularly those with a knowledge of 
past Wahhabi history, might have remembered Ibrahim Pasha 
and had a foreboding of coming disaster. D. G. Hogarth once 
said ‘the fantastic spirit of Nejd has boiled up and over more than 
once, none of its past ebullitions has, for obvious reasons equally 
operative today, enjoyed any but very brief life. I see nothing in 
the circumstances or constituents of the present Wahhabi ex¬ 
pansion to promise it longer life than has been enjoyed by earlier 
Nejdean ebullitions. These, to take only one test, have not 
prevailed in Mecca for ten years on the average. Just conceivably 
the masterful and sagacious personality of the Sultan, Abdul Aziz 
Ibn Sa'ud, may prolong this last domination: but for myself I 
expect him to i^d,not less quickly than his forebears, that Mecca, 
Taif and Medina are so many Capuas sapping the fervour and 
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fortitude of his fanatics, and that he has overreached the limits 
of one-man rule.... I prophesy therefore that Arabia is not in for 
more than a decade at most of Wahhabi domination outside 

Ncjd_’ Hogarth’s prophecy has not been fulfilled in the letter, 

but in the spirit . . . ? Wahhabi domination has outlived the 
decade, and Hogarth too, but were there none among its stalwarts 
who with the advent of the Americans did not foresee the end of 
another ‘very brief life’? 

During my last visit to Eastern Arabia I had seen Wahhabism in 
full retreat and with nothing spiritual to take its place. It is safe 
to assume that here was a gap that the Americans never anti¬ 
cipated and to which they had never even given a thought. The 
captains of the oil army had so overrated the intolerance of Islam 
—and particularly that with a Wahhabi imprint—^as to be willing, 
if not eager, to leave all outward appearance of their own faith 
at home. Once the backbone of Wahhabism was broken a spirit¬ 
ual vacuum took its place. 

I had seen the beginning of this process and was anxious to see 
how it had progressed. I had heard vague stirrings on this subject 
among the Americans both at home and out in Arabia. As soon 
as I had landed on Dhahran airfield from ‘the Flying Camel’, one 
of Aramco’s twice-weekly service of Constellations between 
New York and Dhahran, I was met by a request from the 
Personnel Department for a lecture the following Sunday 
evening. It was to be held in the Cinema which was usually 
available for meetings of a serious character. I had just returned 
from a gathering of Muslim and Christian representatives from 
all over the world so I gave a talk on the discussions there and 
tried to keep away fi:om the subject of American responsibilities 
m Saudi Arabia. In the discussion that followed the questions 
put to me showed that my audience was very much alive to these 
responsibilities and I was forced to express an opinion which I did 
quite fr ankly - When, at last, the discussion was stopped at my 
request, the chaplain of the near-by air base begged me to go to 
the officers’ mess there and talk again on that subject or any other 
that I might choose. It was difficult for me to re&se and so in the 
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middle of a hot siunmer day in Dhahran, and that means a really 
hot day, I stood in the air-conditioned hall of the mess in front of a 
hundred officers and spoke of the meeting of Mushms and 
Christians and of the factors involved. How tliey Hstened, those 
officers to what I, a foreigner, had to say! And how afterwards, 
in their questions, diey tried to probe to the heart of the problem! 
What I had feared might happen, did happen, and I had to 
answer, there and then, questions about America’s—^not only 
Aramco’s—direct responsibility. Taxing though they were, 
these contacts gave me much comfort and hope in the following 
days of my visit during which I saw much that was disturbing. 

I went to see what had become of Al Khobar, the neighbouring 
Arab fishing village on the coast. I had seen Al Khobar grow into 
a shopping centre for the Americans of Dhahran. Its growth had 
now continued along the shore and towards the desert. The 
streets had been straightened and the houses changed from mud 
into limestone or concrete buildings. Agencies for air- and sea- 
travel, banks and restaurants had taken the place of the former 
primitive qahwas —coffee-houses—^the money-changers’ shops, the 
bakeries and the fruit-stalls. The place had become a small town 
with no desert character, no smells, no dirt, no flies and no 
simpHcity, 

Dammam, the terminus of the Sa'udi Railway with a pier that 
stretched out into the sea farther than the eye could reach, was 
equally unrecognizable. Large plots had been surrounded by walls 
and the building of houses begun within them. The Arab specu¬ 
lators seemed to have great expectations of Dammam. An 
electricity plant was already built and working. ‘Abdullah as- 
Sulaiman, the omnipresent, was of course in the forefront of this 
development and he had built a considerable number of modem 
villas hoping to attract Americans to Uve avvay from Aramco with 
its eternal oil. His prices were extravagant but he seemed to be 
heading for success because Aramco’s Uving quarters, too, were 
not cheap. On the outskirts was a modem dairy farm, again the 
property of the Finance Adinister. The price of milk, butter, eggs 
and rabbits was prohibitive except for oil-employees but they 
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would certainly buy his products as well as the vegetables and 
fruits raised in gardens that stretched one after the other all along 
the road to Ras Tanura. One building in the sk^— bazaar—of 
Dammam had my special sympathy. It was the first Aramco 
Department that had moved away from Dhahran oil-town, the 
Research Department, which certainly serves Aramco better the 
farther it stands away from the oil and the nearer to the Arabs. 

Then came the day when I was allowed to go back to my start¬ 
ing-point in Sa‘udi Arabia, to Jedda. I travelled in a four-engine 
Constellation of the Sa'udi Arabian Airways with one long stop 
at ar-Riyadh. There the plane filled up to the last comer where 
still a negro servant boy or girl could squat on the floor. Aston¬ 
ished to see so many negro women of the common type among 
the crowd that boarded this very expensive means of transport I 
asked the Arab steward how they could afford such a method of 
travelling. “They belong to the royal court and all of them travel 
free,” he whispered. 

The sun had set when we approached Jedda. Our plane had 
fr)llowed a course frr to the north of Mecca to avoid flying over 
holy territory. So I saw only the barren mountains of the Hejaz 
until the shore was nearly reached and we headed south to Jedda. 
The landing-ground I had known ten years before then lay a mile 
and a half from the town, now a new modern town that had 
spread far beyond it into the desert in all directions except the 
west where the sea is. Jedda had grown so much thatit was difficult 
for me in the gathering darkness to recognize in it the shape I had 
known. When I left the plane I stood on the runway of a modem 
airfield and walked a little dazed towards the neon fights ahead 
of me. Only the heavy, damp heat remhided me of the Jedda I 
had known of old. And that impression was merely a passing one 
for the airport buildings and the Aramco staff-building where 
I was received as a guest were air-conditioned and muffled against 
outward noises so that I could not even hear whether Jedda’s 
familiar sounds were still there or not. 

What a difference there was between the Wahhabi Arabia I had 
firsi met here in ipzd and oil Arabia now! The old town had been 
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tom to pieces. Its walls had been used for the building of the pier 
and in the place of the wall an asphalt road for motor traffic now 
encircled the old town. There was no more that sharp separation 
between a well-protected waUed-in hving place for townsmen 
and the hostile desert of the roving beduin tribes. The new Jedda 
fanned out far into the desert seeking space and air and meeting 
it with the great gift of the piped water from the Wadi Fatima, 
thirty miles away, that changed its wastes into gardens. 

In the narrow lanes of old Jedda I found again the famihar 
smells of the years gone by. The houses were in decay except 
only where modern shops and offices had been built on to some 
existing premises. I followed once more the dusty streets that 
twisted between high houses whose tops leaned over to each 
other. The wooden balconies with tom and tattered shutters, 
stiU. protected in semi-obscurity the antiquated family-life that 
was preparing to flee into the open, to the new houses, full of 
light, that lay outside in the desert. 

I was just in time to say farewell to the Jedda that was passing 
away. The little town, bordering on holy territory, had prospered 
on rehgion and given reverential Hp-service to its blessings, 
welcoming the yearly influx of pilgrims, fleecing them with 
devout appraisal, then, when on their way home they passed 
once more through the streets of Jedda tired, weak and shorn of 
their worldly possessions (but assured of heavenly merits) looking 
despisingly on them and trying to get rid of them as soon as 
possible. Those were the weeks when hordes of fleas would invade 
our houses and armies of flies feasted on dirt and diseased human¬ 
ity. The penniless stragglers left behind would be repatriated by 
the foreign legations and shipping companies and then Jedda 
would tidy up her streets and houses and turn to feasting on the 
spoils the pilgrimage had brought them. 

As I plodded through the dust and sniffed the odours I tried to 
remember how often I had seen these empty lanes crammed with 
exhausted famflies of pilgrims over whose bodies one prudently 
stepped with the aid of a flashlight. For centuries Jedda’s streets 
had been the first stage of that possibly greatest of all human 
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dramas called the hajj but now a new dawn had appeared. The 
Holy Land of Islam no longer depended on the income from the 
hajj. How poor was that income now compared with the profit 
from the oil! During that year of my visit the government had 
stopped taxing the pilgrims, partly out of shame as a country 
grown so rich and partly because the number of pilgrims had 
frUen so low that it was scarcely worth while to collect the taxes. 
A pilgrim town had been built by the government in the desert, 
south of the old town where once Nakatoo had stood, the village 
where the black slaves Hved, The pilgrim-town was near the 
new pier so that the pilgrims could go directly to and from the 
ships that brought them. The type of pdgrim too had changed. 
He no longer came from Western ruled colonial lands, but from 
Independent Muslim states. The pilgrims from the two greatest 
Muslim states shrank to numbers unheard of before: in periods 
of economical stress the amount of money allowed for pilgrims 
to take out of the country was very restricted. 

When I visited one of my best friends among the pilgrim- 
sheikhs I heard long stories of the falling numbers of pilgrims 
and of increased control by their governments resulting in ever 
diminishing profits from ever increasing work. The three sons of 
the pilgrim-sheikh were no longer in the traditional family 
business. They worked one in trade, one in a bank and one in a 
government office and made a much better living than they 
could ever hope from the pilgrimage. 

I went to the Qa‘im Maqam’s office in the same old building 
with still the same primitive equipment and many well-known 
faces. Here little had changed except that the pay was now several 
times what it had formerly been. The administration of tie town 
seemed to have stayed stiU while everything else had changed 
beyond recognition. The Qa‘im Maqam gave me some figures 
and although I knew him to be a staunch Wahhabi I found 
it diflSicult to credit what he said. Half a million inhabitants? 

“Do you realize,” the governor said, “that the built-up area of 
tie town now stretches two miles to the north, three to tie south 
and two to the east?” 
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This Sa‘udi administration had no system of registration and 
no means of assessing the ske of the population but even if it was 
no more than two hundred thousand then a tenfold increase had 
taken place in the nine years of my absence. The Jedda I now saw 
was no longer tlie Town of the Consuls nor was it any more a 
town of pilgrimage, the gateway to Mecca. It had gone over to 
something more remunerative than religion and such soul as it 
had ever had was lost in the pursuit of oil-wealth. 
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Ihn Sa^ud*s Inheritance 


Ibn Sa‘ud died on pth October 1953. He himself who had 
started with nothing, left to his heirs a great state and an enormous 
personal income. His father had had no land he could call his 
own and he himself had first reHed on the generosity of others to 
supply his daily wants. At Ibn Sa'ud’s death the territory over 
which he ruled was greater than had ever before been seen by the 
House of the Sa'uds and the tidies were such as had never even 
been dreamt of in the whole of the Arabian Peninsula. The 
outside world was largely benevolently disposed towards the 
Sa‘udi state and even those ne%hbours, the Hashimites in the 
north and the Imam of the Yemen in the south, who looked on 
jealously had long since been quietened. Outwardly all seemed 
hopeful and bright but within its borders the country was in a 
state of anarchy and even within the intimate cirde of the ruling 
family potential forces of disintegration were clearly visible. 

The founder of this new great Arabian state had been strong in 
his own strength. After winning over the desert tribes of Nejd 
he moved towards and overran the Hejaz, the Holy Land of 
Islam. In the Hejaz the Wahhabis reach^ their Western limits 
at the shore of the Red Sea. Northward they met a stem ‘so far 
and no farther’m the territories of Transjordan and of Iraq that 
were then tmder British mandate. Southward was the only 
direction left open for Sa'udi advance and before long ‘Asir, the 
small buffer state of the Idrisis, was gathered into the fold, A short 
war with the Imam of the Yemen had ended happily in a peace of 
Arab friendship and Muslim brotherhood, and the appointment 
of a frontier commission that fixed and demarcated the frontier 
between the Yemen and Sa'udi Arabia. 


It 
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The remainder of tlie southern frontier seemed to be protected 
well enough by the greatest sand desert of Arabia, the so-called 
Rul>‘ al Khali —the Empty Quarter. No beduin could live within 
the firinges of that immense sand waste. No regular caravan 
routes crossed it and no enemy would ever dare pass through it 
for aghazu. The Rub* al Khali seemed to be one of the best natural 
frontiers known to the world and nobody at that time dreamt of 
finding oil in such inhospitable land. In 1930 Bertram Thomas 
succeeded in crossing 'ar-rimaV —the sands as the local Arabs 
generally call that great desert—^and in 1931-2 he further explored 
the region. Experience tended to stress rather than diminish the 
importance of the Rub* al Khali as a safe border-line on the 
south of the Wahhabi state. Eastwards, towards the Gulf of 
‘Oman and the Persian Gulf, habitable land took the place of the 
sands. Here, where frontiers had been left undefined, difSculties 
were to be expected and did not fail to arise as soon as prospecting 
for oil moved in that direction. Then the barrenest desert became 
fruitful of disputes. Shciklis and Sultans in the disputed areas were 
naturally inclined to look for profits for themselves and England 
who had for long given protection to these potentates found 
herself bound by old agreements and undertakings to defend local 
rights against the increasing pressure of the Sa'udis covering an 
Aramco advance. Thus the only undelimited frontiers Ibn Sa'ud 
left to his heirs were with these British Protected territories on the 
Persian Gulf and the Rub* al Khali in the South. In the near future 
the Rub* al Khali may well prove no natural barrier because oil 
exploration is not to be halted by purely geographical obstacles. 
If oil is found there fresh frontier questions are bound to arise. 
This then is what Ibn Sa‘ud left territorially to his heirs and with a 
perspective of material prosperity such as no ruler in Arabia 
had ever seen before him. 

Following the example of Arabia’s greatest son, the Prophet of 
Islam, Ibn Sa‘ud had used a force that was both religious and 
political. Once his state had ejqpanded it proved impossible to 
keep it shut off from the outside world. Nor did Ibn Sa'ud wish 
that it should be. With him there was no reluctance to follow the 
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way he took. He was not driven, he drove. He sought friendship 
with England and her countrymen, and with the Dutch who then 
still ruled what was called the Dutch East Indies and sought the 
services of their medical, financial and geological experts. That the 
Americans later got away with the great profits his land had to 
offer was not thanks to his but to American activity. 

Ibn Sa‘ud was the first Arab ruler to send his sons to Europe 
and later to America to strengthen relations with the governing 
powers there and to prepare the way for the introduction of 
European and American help into his country. During the second 
World War England even in her darkest days did not leave her 
friend to fend for himself in his difficulties but kept famine from 
his doors and supplied the money to keep the wheels of state 
turning. It was England, too, that sent the first military mission 
in 1942 to teach young Saudi officers the use of the small mech¬ 
anized weapons supplied to the country and to help build up the 
nucleus of a modem armed force. In due course the American 
lution, prepared by a wise President, was ready to take a share— 
and how generous a share—in defending the world against 
totalitarianism and so America took over a growing part of 
British responsibiHties in Saudi Arabia. 

Then, alas, approached that ever-increasing cloud that came 
between him and the British and led Ibn Sa'ud to draw away 
from the old friend and pass over to the new. The Palestine 
problem could no longer be contained within the British mandate 
and its darkening shadows spread over neighbouring Arab 
countries. The firiendly attitude of President Roosevelt and die 
promises he gave in Egypt seemed to Ibn Sa'ud to meet his needs 
and so it was with America that the concluding chapter of his life’s 
work began and the definite form of his inheritance was shaped. 
The doors of his kingdom were flung wide open and the so- 
called Christian West streamed in. Ibn Sa'ud had hoped that the 
change would be a gradual one and that he would be able to 
keep it in check. But the need for money on one hand and the 
demand for oil on the other forced die pace, much to the detri¬ 
ment of the weaker party, the Arabs. They sufiered spiritual 
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shipwreck and being placed in a unfamiliar barque were swept 
rudderless out to sea. Their distress was obvious but there was no 
escape for them. 

It was among the lower classes, tlie Sa'udi labourers of Aramco, 
that the change was most marked. The Americans built gorgeous 
mosques for them with at least two minarets and loud-speakers to 
make the call to prayer, oblivious of the fact that to the true 
Wahhabi even one minaret was an abomination. The Americans 
tried to give as much time free for prayers and Muslim feasts as 
the requirements of regular working time allowed but it proved 
to be very difficult to reconcile conservative beliefs with these 
new ways. Gradually the Sa'udis began to adopt habits they once 
held to be sinful. They began to play games and to watch football 
and baseball matches. They stood on the outward fringes of the 
crowds at the open-air cinemas. Their mutawwas had taught them 
that all music was a sinful invention, something the Prophet had 
not known and would never have admitted, but gradually their 
ears grew accustomed to mechanized music. Many in their 
spiritual malaise must have yearned to return to their tribes and 
resume that safe, God-fearing, Wahhabi, desert life that would 
restore peace to their hearts. But first they had to collect the 
handfuls of silver riyals due to be paid them at the end of their 
contract term. Day after day they spent in hard, monotonous 
work, week after week they lived in wooden or concrete sheds 
far from their wives and children. The food they had in the 
Aramco canteens was cheap and substantial, much better than 
what they were used to, but it was imfamiliar and, to them, taste¬ 
less. Homesick though they were, they bore aU these hardships 
for the sake of money. With money one could do everything. 
Money meant happiness: that, at least, is the conviction of the 
man who has never had any. 

At the beghming of the American invasion the riyal stiU 
retained its purchasing power but there was not very mudi in the 
Arabia of those days that a tribesman could buy. Camels, perhaps, 
and sheep, but then one had to stay at home and look after them. 
One could buy a second wife. The simple man in the desert is 
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monogamous. His struggle for life is hard and his feithful com¬ 
panion in all his hardships is his wife. She quickly loses physical 
attraction and the man’s fancy may often have mgrlp liim yearn 
for the days when she still had tie charms of youth but the old 
way of life gave him no hope of a young wife for his pleasure in 
addition to the old companion who ordered his tent for bim. 
The silver Aramco paid him for his months of toil was enough to 
buy a young bride but with her arrival he would soon fitnl that 
peace departed from his tent. 

There appeared in the markets Western goods that appealed to 
the men of the desert although they did not make his hfe happier 
or easier. As the flow of money increased the value of the riyals 
declined and the wages paid by Aramco had to be increased. 
Once the wages were doubled by order of the King who with 
his advisers was convinced that most of the difficulties caused by 
the rise of prices would then be overcome. Aramco experts 
warned them of the more likely result but in the end they were 
forced to comply with the order. Then, as Aramco had predicted, 
prices rose in sympathy and for those outside the orbit of the 
Company the rise of the cost of living was calamitous. The Sa'udi 
Government could not understand what had happened and 
thought that the merchants were responsible. The merchants were 
ordered to bring their prices down and heavy punishments were 
inflicted on them, with the result that goods were no longer put 
on sale. Life that formerly, when nearly every one was poor, had 
been so simple had now become excessively complicated although 
many people now had money. 

Hie experts of Aramco knew the underlying causes and could 
have given useful advice to this inexperienced government and 
in fact did so but when the advice was not accepted they could 
only rigidly follow their declared policy of non-intervention in 
the internal affairs of the country. In the new Arabia, ffist becom¬ 
ing submerged under the income from oil, the Minister of 
Finance was left alone and was soon completely out of his depth. 
He had bis own ways of managing and for those he wanted no 
Western advice. Who was to blame for the complete frilure of 
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the Finance Department? Was it the King who entrusted his 
Minister with a task he must have known to be beyond his 
capacity? Was anybody else available? Could the King have 
called in a foreigner, even an Arab foreigner, for a task in which 
the intimate life of the whole royal femily was so deeply involved? 

Are the Americans to be blamed for the scale on which the 
millions poured into one of the poorest countries of the world 
were swept out again in private hands? Could they not have done 
something about it? Who is to say that they did not tcU and warn 
the King? But was that enough? They well knew that Ibn Sa'ud 
had never been interested in the details of finance, tl:iat neither he 
nor his advisers could stop the rot and that it could only be done 
if they did it for him. But then they would have overstepped the 
limits of their self-imposed policy of non-interference. So they 
continued paying their gold into the hands of an inexperienced 
dnld! American criticism had been too rash and too outspoken 
on the overseas administration of the so-called colonial powers for 
them to change their own course quickly. Perhaps they tried, 
perhaps they hoped tliat their expert advice might some day be 
followed. Aramco encouraged the execution of great public 
works under its own control, or, what was better, under that of 
trustworthy American firms directly financed from the royalties 
to ensure the proper use of at least a part of the income from oil. 
Thus the costly project of the railway line connecting the Persian 
Gulf at Dammam with the capital was completed in record time. 
Although it can never pay, the money invested in die railway was 
not completely squandered. Jedda, die harbour on the Red Sea 
coast, was given an excellent pier alongside which big ships 
could load and unload. The town wall of Jedda was pulled down 
and asphalted roads were built around the town. Great modem 
aerodromes were bruit near ar-Riyadh, Jedda and Dhahran. 
Al Kharj’s agriculture experiment was launched with the help 
of Aramco and then financed by the government fi:om the oil 
royalties. Contracting American firms built roads, hospitals, 
electric plants and various public buildings but this way of 
putting part of the oil royalties to a safe and generally good use 
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came to an end. There was a limit to the scope of PubUc Works 
and in any case the Sa'udi officials who handled the country’s 
money preferred to be completely free. 

It was not only in the Finance Department that a very low 
standard of integrity prevailed and the responsible chiefs had 
neither the qualifications nor the attributes of character indis¬ 
pensable for such a task. Even if the other Departments had been 
good they could not counterbalance the shortcomings of that key 
Department. They were not good although sometimes they were 
better than the Department on which they all depended for their 
wages and their means. The root of the trouble was the principle, 
on which Ibn Sa‘ud insisted, that the income of the state was the 
personal property of the ruler. 

Nor was it only in its administration that the weakness of Sa‘udi 
Arabia was exposed. The mond basis proved to be deficient. 
When the Hejaz was conquered the full rigour of Wahhabi 
doctrine had to be mitigated for that country. Yet in the form 
Wahhabism took in the Hejaz it was still far from being accept¬ 
able by Western or even enlightened Middle East standards. 
For instance the administration of justice based upon Qur'anic 
precept may survive in secluded desert communities but not in 
countries that have opened their doors to the West. Punishments 
that take the form of mutilations in pubHc are too barbarous and 
too closely associated with conceptions of revenge and deterrents 
now historically remote to be acceptable in any modem state. 
Nor is such jurisdiction tolerable for a foreigner Hving temporarily 
within the state. The solution reached in the case of American 
offenders who had, for instance, killed by accident was that with 
the connivance of the Sa*udi authorities the culprit was quickly 
sent out of the country before local law could reach him. 

In the early days of their contacts with the Americans the 
Sa'udis welcomed foreigners at public executions. But by 1952 
when I visited the country again they were barely tolerated and 
it was strictly forbidden to take any photographs or films of these 
proceedings. Clearly the leaven was working but the Govern¬ 
ment did not take ffie step of cutting loose fiom principles and 
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practices that belonged to times gone by. As a result class justice 
grew up: the backward part of the population remained subject 
to Qur'anic jurisdiction while westernized groups and foreigners 
came more and more under a humaner system. I found in 1952 
the Americans in Dhahran, in the province of A 1 Hasa notorious 
for the severity of Ibn Jiluwt’s jurisdiction, in suppressed revolt 
against the treatment of Saudi subjects in their midst. It had 
recently happened that a Sa'udi servant had stolen a dollar and 
was sent to the police for correction. Although the man admitted 
the theft, promised never to repeat the offence and begged for 
mercy, his hand was chopped off. As usual the wound was dipped 
in boiling samn —^sheep’s miUc butter—but an infection developed 
and the man died. The lenient American, who had only wanted 
to have the man taught a lesson, was horrified and the whole 
community so deeply moved that it was decided never again to 
report Sa'udi subjects to their police. The Sa'udis soon became 
aware of this and a marked deterioration in their conduct was the 
result, ha the old Arabia next door, in the oasis of Hufhuf, the old 
system still flourished and in 1952 one could often see swollen 
hands and feet from which the blood was dripping stuck up for the 
edification of believers as they left the mosque on Fridays. Beat¬ 
ings with sticks were a lesser form of public correction, female 
culprits being put in a sack so that their bodies should be unseen 
by the executioners. The high-water mark of the public ad¬ 
ministration of justice were the decapitations performed by 
Jiluwi’s herculean black executioner. 

Ibn Sa'ud had spoken with conviction of his system of justice 
when I first met him. He then referred to the special difficulty 
of forcing beduins into obedience to Allah’s laws once and for all 
and claimed that he had succeeded in enforcing obedience. His 
system, cruel though it was, had worked. He did not believe in 
any other because his he derived fiom the Quran. And so he has 
left to bis heirs as a prominent part of a disintegrating "Wahhabism 
a jurisdiction that is moribund. 

Ibn Sa'ud had ruled as a patriarch against the democratic 
background of the nomad life in the desert. He showed himself 
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fully capable of ruling in this manner but towards die end of his 
life the weakness of his system was exposed. The task was too 
great for one man. Ibn Sa‘ud either did not realize it soon enough, 
or he lacked the wisdom to change when his faculties weakened 
and the task grew more complicated. He surrounded himself by a 
group of assistants who were not of his own caUbre and who were 
never able to do more than execute detailed orders. No respon¬ 
sible team was prepared to take over the task whaa he was no 
longer there. Many felt tliat his sons were not admitted into his 
full confidence or given a real share of responsibility. Again too 
many men firom neighbouring Arab countries and too few Sa'udis 
were used m the centre of government. None of the Arab 
foreigners felt any sense of responsibility to the future. All were 
convmced that their own interests and those of their children did 
not He in Sa'udi Arabia but in their homeland hence theit pre¬ 
occupation with feathering a distant nest. 

The young men of Arabia itself received Httle or no attention 
and no adequate preparation for taking a share in the administra¬ 
tion of the kingdom. What can be said of a man who created a 
progeny in whose numbers he took great pride but for whose 
education he showed Httle care? And yet to all he gave equally 
the highly privileged position of royal princes. His five brothers 
and their descendants ^ared the prerogatives Hberally dealt out to 
all his kin. Even the kindred clans of the Jiluwis and Sudanis and 
those belonging to the house of‘the Sheikh’ were singled out for 
favours and honours and in this way the King created privileged 
classes, a distinction unknown before in desert democracy. Had 
the forty odd princes been given a good education and had they 
been set to work at responsible tasks die harm might not have 
been great. But Ibn Sa'ud was always rdluctant to admit his sons 
to responsible positions save only the eldest two, the Amirs Sa'ud 
and Faisal who were followed later, as if after much hesitation, 
by a few of the next in age. Yet all the Princes were given the 
means of Hving royally which meant a heavy and ever-increasing 
burden on the country’s income. Had iheyHvedas good Wahhabis 
then again there might have been some curb on them. But they 
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did not do so and we, and the whole country, were told stories 
of their loose living, in detail. Perhaps the only one who did not 
know of this was the ageing father yet he saw enough to under¬ 
stand that the blessing of AUah he had so often proudly quoted to 
us, a numerous progeny, might turn into a curse. This was a 
problem with which he never dealt. His son Sa'ud, on succeeding 
his father, had the opportunity of curbing the evU. Why did he 
not restrict princely prerogatives to a small number of Iris brothers 
and make the others work for their hving? He did not do so and 
thus a danger to his own position and to that of the whole dynasty 
remains. 

One man is known to have been outspoken in warning the 
present King of the dangers hidden in his inheritance. Pliilby, the 
only foreigner from the West who had Hved in intimate contact 
with Ibn Sa‘ud from 1930 onwards, gave his warning pubhdy. 
He must have had weighty reasons for doing so. His most pressing 
reason may well have been to free himself from any implicit 
responsibility for what was happening in the land of his hero. 
Matters had gone wrong for many a year and Philby has too keen 
and critical a mind not to have noticed what was happening, but 
he could not go so far as to criticize Ibn Sa'ud in pubHc. He had 
spoken and written boldly, perhaps too boldly, about the King’s 
enduring significance for Arabia, and it must have been galling for 
him to see the man he so much admired not only making grave 
mistakes towards the end of his life, but also failing to secure 
the realm of his own creation against the storms that were clearly 
gathering round it. Philby was late in telling the world and 
Arabia the truth about Wahhabism winch shortly after his con¬ 
version he, as the Arabia correspondent of The Near East and 
India, pubhdy confessed to be the essence of his bdief. Hewaslatein 
teUing the truth about Ibn Sa'ud’s inheritance. Philby waited 
until his hero had died before he spoke. The subsequent resent¬ 
ment of young King Sa'ud did not in the first place arise from 
what his father’s friend had said but from his speaking publidy. 

The late King Sa'ud had roidered Philby a great if not the 
greatest service. Without Ibn Sa'ud there was less room for 
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Pliilby’s advice in Sa'udi Arabia. He served Ibn Sa‘ud well and 
Ibn Sa'ud’s fame led him to feme; Ibn Sa'ud’s success was bis 
success. But Ibn Sa'ud’s end looked like Philby’s end or at least 
his end in Arabia, But there is much sdll to be told. Not perhaps 
that Plulby can fill in any further historical or biographic^ 
details about Ibn Sa'ud, but the geographical story has only 
been told in part. Philby’s maps are not complete. Philby must 
have a vast accumulation of geographical and alKed material 
that still awaits publication and it is in the plaudits of the 
learned that Philby will find his future acceptance. 

Pliilby was part of Ibn Sa’ud’s iiiheritance. The other foreign, 
western influence included in Ibn Sa’ud’s inheritance was much 
more acceptable to his heirs and that was the continued presence 
of the Americans, for with the Americans the welfare of the state 
and its future had become closely linked. At least so it seemed. The 
Americans had refirained from criticizing and any advice that 
contained an clement of warning had been clothed in the wrap¬ 
pings of the American principle of non-interference. So long as 
Philby was there to epitomize overbearing western superiority 
the American approach could succeed by force of contrast. But 
now that Philby has gone the Americans are the only western 
influence left and upon them will fell the odium of the disillusion 
and the disappointments that will increasingly confiront the 
Government. 

What conclusions are we to draw from all this? That Ibn 
Sa'ud was a heroic figure there is no doubt. He is the hero of this 
book and he was my personal hero. But do heroes make good 
rulers? Not this one. The Sherif of Mecca was no hero—at least 
not on the scale of Ibn Sa'ud—hut it is inconceivable that Husain, 
in the place of Ibn Sa'ud, would ever have led his country into the 
chaos of which the Sa'udi was guilty. So if we may turn back the 
pages of history can we say that the record of the Hashimis as 
rulers is better than that of the Sa'udis and that Lawrence, and 
not Philby, was right after all? 

How long the preseat dispensation in Arabia will last and what 
win follow it no one can tell but the outlook is very fer from 
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reassuring. And a cloud, no bigger than a man’s hand but with an 
awful warning has already appeared in the economic sky. The 
Sa'udi state lives on the oil that lies under its sands but the fuel of 
the future will be nuclear. Within its second decade, the experts 
assure us, nuclear power wih be cheaper than power derived J&om 
coal or oil. Nuclear energy has seized the imagination of the whole 
world with such force as to give research into this new source of 
power the greatest possible impetus. Progress wid almost in¬ 
evitably be quicker than is now anticipated. 

Are we then to expect a slump in oU, as in other existing fuels, 
within the very near future? If so, happy the countries who have 
invested their oil revenues productively and thus laid up for 
themselves a means of subsistence in the future. But what of 
Sa'udi Arabia which has already anticipated its oil royalties for 
who knows how many years to build as unstable an edifice as any 
cliild’s house of cards! Black, indeed, may be its economic future. 

And what of its faith that now lies discarded by so many, sold 
for a mess of pottage? What is the spiritual future of the country 
to be? 

Eefde, Holland, 1956 
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Glossary 


Abu Humiq 

Ahlan wa sahlan ya ajmli 

‘ain 

akh 

akhwan 


al 


Al 

at ‘ajalu min ash-shaitan 
wa as-sabfu min ar-Rah- 
man 

at 'Alamain 


al ‘Aruba 

at Hamra 
al Haramain 
at Hiial al Akhiar 
Allahu akbar 
AJlahu a'lmn 
al Mahad adh-Dhahab 
al Mu'tammar al Islam al 
a% 

at QasralAkkdar 
al Qibla 


al Rahmatain 

Amin 

Amir 


Father of the small rhin (Arabic nichname for 
Sir John Gluhb Pasha) 

You are ■welcome O stranger (Arab greeting) 

well, sprir^ 

brother 

plural of akh, also pronounced, and often spelt, 
ikhwan. Ibn Sa'ud’s followers who formed his 
army and whom he placed m settlements 
the; the / is sometimes assimilated to die rnitial 
consonant of the following word, e.g. ar- 
Rahman, the Merciful 
&nuly, relationship 

haste is from the devil and patience from the 
Merdfiil (Arab saying) 

the two signs, flags; the two stone pillars mark¬ 
ing the boundary of the forbidden territory 
around Mecca 

(also pronounced ’Uruba) belonging to the Arab 
race 

the Red (name of a->palace in ar-Riyadh) 
die Two Holy Cities’'o/ Mecca and Medhna 
the Fetflle Crescent ^ '■ 

God,isip.ostgr^t 
God knows best 

the Cradle of Gold (gold mine near Medina) 
the HighesfColUgress of Islam 

the Green Palace’ 

prayer nhhc in mosque showing direction of 
Mecca; Mecca newspaper edited by the 
Hashimi King Husain 
the Two Merdes 
Amen 

Pnnce, Commander 
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Amir a! ‘ahd 

Crown Prince 

Amir d Muminin 

Prince, Commander of the Believers (a title of 
the Khalifa of Islam) 

Ansar 

helpers. Companions of the Prophet 

*aqil baligh 
as-SaUh al Iraqi 

adult male 

the Iraqi Traveller (Yunus al Bahri) 

a^salat 

the prayer, prayer time 

ash-Shaiha 

the greybeard 

Badu 

(also bedu) Beduin 

bait 

(plural, buyut) house 

Bait Uthh 

House of Allah (the Ela'ha in Mecca) 

baqar al wahh 

white oryx (literally wild cow) 

bersim 

lucerne 

Bitad at Qanasil 

Town of die Consuls (Jedda) 

buyut ash-sha‘ar 

tents of goats’ hair (literally houses of hair) 

dar 

house 

dor adh-dhiqfa 

guest house 

Darb al Mukk 

Road of the Kings (between Mecca and ar- 
Riyadh) 

Darb an^Nasara 

Road of the Christians 

Daula 

Government 

dhur a 

millet 

dukhn 

small-grained millet 

effienji 

foreigner 

Fatwa 

edict of Muslim ‘Ulama 

ghttZH 

raid 

Hadidi 

Tradition (of die Prophet) 


pilgrimage (to Mecca) 

hajji 

pilgrim, one who has performed the hajj 
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hawdaj 

camel litter for women 

Hijra 

the departure of the Prophet Muhammad ftom 
Mecca. The Muslim calendar starts from this 
event 

Hirtm 

territory around Mecca forbidden to non- 
Muslims 

huma 

fever 

‘Ibrat Fakstin 

The Warning Example of Palestine (title of a 
booklet by the Palestinian Musa al Alami) 

Ihram 

ceremonial dress for the hajj consisting of two 
pieces of white cloth worn one round the 
shoulders and the other round the loins 

Imam 

Leader in Muslim prayer; more generally leader 
(spiritual and temporal) 

IngUz 

English, Englishman 

in sha'a Allah 

if Allah wills 

iqal 

coil worn on the head to keep the headcloth in 
place 

Islam 

Religion of the Prophet Muhammad 

jabat 

mountain 

Jabal ar-Rahma 

Mountain of Mercy (on the Plain of ‘Arafat 
near Mecca) 

Jawi 

Javanese 

Ka'ba, Bait Ullah 

literally the House of Allah; stone building in 
the inner court of the Holy Mosque in Mecca 

Kafir 

Unbeliever (not applied to Christians or Jews) 

khifif 

light (a(^ective) 

Khalifa 

One who comes after. Title of the Prophet’s 
successors 

Khalifate 

Office of the Khaliffi 

kiswa 

black carpet covering for the Ka'ba 

kohl 

antimony 

ma 

(plural, mfyn) water 

mahjura 

reservoir for catching rain-water 
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maqsar 

canopy for riding camel 

masjid 

mosque 

Masjid d Haratn 

Holy Mosque in Mecca 

Mazhab 

School of Muslim Doctrine 

Mecca al Mukamma 

Mecca the Exalted 

Medina al Mmawwara 

Medina the Enlightened 

Medinat an Nabi 

the Town of the Prophet (Medina) 

ttioya qitidasa 

Mu'azzin 

condensed water 

caller to prayer 

mushrikin 

polytheists 

Mutawwa 

Ivlissionary of Islam (here, ofWahhabism) 

na'am 

yes 

Nahi 

Prophet 

Nasranl 

Chtistian (follower of the Man of Nazareth) 

Nejdi 

Native ofNejd; adjective from Nejd 

qabu 

prison, vault 

qahwa 

Qa'itn Maqam 

coffee, coffee-shop 

Governor 

qama 

measurement of length, distance between tips of 
fingers of a man’s outstretched arms 

qanat 

underground water-channel (Persian) 

qasida 

poem, ode 

qasr 

palace, castle 

qubha 

Qur‘an 

cupola, dome 

Holy Scripture of Islam 

Rahmat Vllah 

the Mercy of Allali 

Rais 

Head; Ibn Sa'ud’s title for President Roosevelt 

Ra‘is d Baladiya 

Head of the Municipality 

Ramadhan 

Muslim month of fisting 

Rashid 

member of House of Rashid 

Rashid 

adj’ective from Rashid 

Rasul Ullah 

Messenger of God (the Prophet Muhammad) 

Rub' al Khali 

the Empty Quarter (desert in southern Arabia) 

Sa'ida 

Sidon 
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GLOSSARY 

Sword of felatn (title of the sons of the Ruler of 

sail 

the Yemen) 
flood-water 

salat al istighath 

special prayer for succour (here for rain) 

Saluqi 

Arab greyhound 

samhuk 

dhow 

samn 

sheep’s-milk butter 

Sarikat Islam 

Union Party of Islam 

Sa‘ud 

member of the House of Sa'nd 

Sa'udi 

ac^ective from Sa'ud 

sheikh 

old man, leader 

Sheikh al Islam 

official retigious leader in a Mushm country 

shirk 

polytheism 

shuqduf 

camel litter for pilgrim transport 

sikkat al hadid 

iron road, railway 

suq 

market 

Tauhid 

essential Oneness of Allah 

TellalHihr 

fijkHili 

Tihatna 

Coastal desert strip along the Red Sea 

‘Ulaina 

men learned in religion 

‘Umm 

Mother 

‘Umm al Qura 

Mother of Qties (Mecca); tide of official Sa'udi 

'Ummina Hawa 

Meccan newspaper 

literally Our Mother Eve. Tomb of Eve at Jedda 

•Umra 

ritual drcumamhulations of the Ka'ba 

wa'al 

ibex, wild goat 

wadi 

river, dried river-bed 

wakil 

agent 

wall 

fliend, master, governor, protector, Muslim 

Wallahil 

saindy man 
by Allahl 

Wazir 

Minister, assistant 

wudhaihi 

white oryx 

Yahudi 

Jew, Jewish 
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Ya Sidil 

Oh, sir! 

Yemeni 

native of the Yemen, adjective from Yemen 

zaghrij 

(plural, zagharij) underground water reservoir 

ziyara 

visit (here visit to the tomb of the Prophet in 


Medina) 
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